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ABSTRACT

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OF HIGH SCHOOL VARSITY BASKETBALL
CAPTAINS WITH MENTORING BY THEIR COACH

Jason Mead, Ed.D.
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology, and Foundations
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Mary Beth Henning, Director

This qualitative study combined the techniques of person-centered ethnography and selfstudy to follow four varsity boys’ basketball team captains and their coach throughout a season.
The focus of the study was on the leadership characteristics and leadership development of the
captains and the coach, with a particular focus on the mentoring relationships between the
captains and their coach. This study filled several gaps in the literature concerning athlete
leadership development by providing in-depth analysis of the leadership perceptions of athletes
as they encountered situations throughout a season. Among the findings of this study are that
each captain found specific areas of leadership growth while noting a general trend toward
leadership improvement; the captains believed there was value and guidance in the mentoring
conversations they had with their coach; and the coach understood the influence of his choices
and behavior on the leadership development of the captains. Additionally, the study found that
the captains differentiated the methods of leadership they employed based on their perceptions of
their roles and leadership skills. Also, the study includes the coach’s perceptions of his ability to
mentor the captains and his reasoning behind his choice of pedagogy and methodology, as well.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Leadership is vital within athletics, as many coaches value leadership from their athletes
in addition to leadership from the coach (Glenn & Horn, 1993; Voight, 2012). Adult leaders,
specifically coaches, desire leadership development and peer leadership within their teams
because they believe it increases performance (Bergsma, 2011; Voight, 2012). Leadership
development is defined by Brungardt (1996) as a lifelong growth process including the
encouragement and promotion of a person’s leadership potential. Some high school coaches
strive to teach values and concepts, such as leadership, that will encourage their athletes to
become more productive citizens (Collins, Gould, Lauer, & Chung, 2009).
Coaches are in an opportune situation to influence the leadership development of high
school team captains. Specifically, team captains are in an excellent position to develop as
leaders (Grandzol, Perlis, & Draina, 2010). However, most coaches are not equipped to develop
the leadership skills and characteristics of team captains (Gould, Voelker, & Griffes, 2013). As
a result, some research indicates that captains are often left without explicit leadership guidance
from their coaches (Voelker, Gould, & Crawford, 2011). Learning leadership through athletics
has primarily occurred through observation and experience (Gould & Voelker, 2012).
Athletic coaches want their teams to be successful, and peer leadership is often an
important factor in athletic success. One particular method of developing leadership is
mentoring, which is a formal or informal process where a more experienced leader trains a







protégé by consistently interacting and sharing ideas (Day, 2001; Kempster, 2006). Mentoring
is often utilized in for-profit businesses as a leadership development technique in the United
States. Some of the benefits of mentoring in business contexts include mentors offering ideas
and experiences that cause their protégés to develop detailed mental representations for solving
problems within their specific organizational context (Day, 2001). Translating this to an athletic
environment, where mentoring has not been studied, the ideas and experiences that coaches can
offer their team captains may influence the captains to develop skills that encourage and
motivate their peer teammates to overcome problems and work together toward common goals.
The mentoring process is typically successful if there are positive relationships between
mentors and protégés (Riggio, 2013). As a result, the coach must build trust with team captains
to foster leadership through mentoring. Once this trust is built, players are more likely to
respond to the leadership messages that the coach provides (Rhodes, 1994). Examples of a
coach mentoring team captains would include explicit instructions during breaks in practice
about missed opportunities for vocal or nonverbal leadership, positive reinforcement when the
captain shows effective leadership, and meetings outside of practice time where the coach
discusses concepts to challenge the athlete as a leader. All of these examples are ways that a
coach can encourage a team captain to become more effective as a leader. The implementation
of more formal athletic leadership development, such as formal mentoring, in high school
athletics for varsity team captains in the United States could provide an increase in the
leadership abilities of young men and women.
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Problem Statement

Brungardt (1996) summarized academic literature on leadership. He indicated that most
leadership research postulates that leadership skill and ability are malleable and can be
developed through training. Leadership development—defined as gaining leadership skills and
learning how to be a leader—is a lifelong process (Brungardt, 1996). Since the prevailing
theme in leadership literature is that leadership can be improved (Brungardt, 1996; Chase,
2010; Doh, 2003), it is important to study how people best learn to lead. In athletic situations, it
is important for coaches to know and understand how to best teach leadership to their studentathletes. Coaches are in an outstanding position to teach leadership skills to their high school
athletes, but coaches typically lack training in this area (Gould et al., 2013). As athletes are
provided leadership development opportunities, specifically through mentoring from their
coach, it is necessary to determine how the leadership development affects captain confidence
as a leader and the captains’ understanding of leadership as a construct.
Several studies have looked into the process of learning leadership as a skill and as a
concept (Allio, 2005; Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Olivares, Peterson, & Hess, 2007). This
development process, however, has rarely been studied in athletic situations. Studies within an
athletic context typically examine types of leadership behaviors or the characteristics of leaders
rather than analyzing the development of leaders. Leadership behaviors of coaches (Jambor &
Zhang, 1997; Schouten, 2011; Walsh & Morris, 2002) or athletes (Loughead, Hardy, & Eys,
2006; Yukelson, Weinberg, Richardson, & Jackson, 1983) have been repeatedly researched and
analyzed. But, very few studies have focused on athlete leadership development (Gould et al.,
2013). Two studies focused on the process of athlete leadership development. One qualitative
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study was specific to a particular short-term summer leadership program without follow-up
(Bergsma, 2011), and the other, a quantitative study, studied the general benefits of
participating in extracurricular activities (Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003).
In addition, one recent qualitative case study researched the leadership development of
athletes involved in a leadership intervention program for two intercollegiate teams over the
course of one calendar year (Voight, 2012). None of the aforementioned studies, however,
analyzed the circumstances or instructional methodology surrounding athletes as they learn
leadership. No self-studies, also, have been found on the topic. Additionally, most of the
studies discussing leadership in interscholastic athletics are quantitative studies. These studies
have succeeded at identifying relationships between variables, but the studies lack more indepth analysis of how captains or other athletes learn leadership and what leadership traits they
learn in athletics. Additionally, these studies do not provide information concerning the
developmental process of leadership and the ways that athletes learn about leadership as a
concept. This information would assist coaches as they provide leadership training to their
captains.
In summary, there is clearly a gap in research related to leadership development among
athletes. A qualitative study analyzing high school athletic leadership development through the
coach-captain mentoring relationship is timely and necessary to advance understanding of
leadership development in youth through athletics.
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Purpose Statement and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine leadership development in high school team
captains who are involved in leadership mentoring relationships with their coach. In order to
pursue this goal, the study was framed by the following questions:

1. How do team captains perceive their evolution as leaders over the course of a
season?
2. How do the captains’ perceptions of their leadership relate to the coach’s perception
of his mentoring?
3. How does the coach perceive his evolution as a mentor of captains over the course
of a season?
4. How does the coach’s mentoring relate to the captains’ perceptions of their
leadership?
Framework
The leadership development of athletes occurs within a particular athletic context,
involving interpersonal relationships and team dynamics. Within this particular study, focusing
on leadership development of team captains who were involved in mentoring relationships with
their coach, it was important for the framework of the study to include a model for leadership in
context. As a result, the Multi-Dimensional Model for Sports Leadership (MMSL) was part of
the framework for the study (Chelladurai, 1978, 1990). Also, there was a need for the
framework to include a model for leadership development because the study was based on
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understanding how high school athletes develop as leaders. The framework this study used for
understanding the leadership development of high school athletic team captains is the Five
Exemplary Practices of Leadership (Kouzes & Posner, 2002).
Multi-Dimensional Model of Sport Leadership
The MMSL has been widely used in sport leadership literature since its development.
Chelladurai’s (1978) model is based on the relationship between required leadership
behavior—the behavior that the situation prescribes, often dictated by cultural norms—and
preferred leadership behavior—the behavior desired by the student-athletes, which can also be
influenced by cultural norms and previous situations. The resulting behavior is the actual
leadership behavior that is displayed by the leader or can be employed by the leader to
influence athletes’ performance and the group goal. The measurability of success in terms of
athlete satisfaction and performance, according to the model, is the extent that actual behavior
coincides with required and preferred behavior.
According to the MMSL, three antecedents influence each of the leadership behaviors:
situational, leader, and member characteristics. Situational characteristics influence the possible
decisions that can reasonably be made as well as provide expectations to student-athletes for
behaviors that can be expected from a leader. Leader and member characteristics are the
combination of traits that each individual brings to the group along with the combination of
their life experiences; these characteristics influence behaviors the leader feels comfortable
exerting and the preferred behaviors of group members. Chelladurai (1990) indicates that both
individual and group performance and satisfaction are linked to the ability of the leader to keep
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actual behavior congruent with preferred and required behavior. Within a basketball context, an
example would be a coach working to build a culture where players desire to stay focused on
implementing a game plan and working hard during practice. Each situation where required or
preferred behavior does not correspond with actual leader behavior results in a joint loss of
some level of performance and satisfaction among members of the group. The MMSL is
diagramed in Figure 1.

Leader
Characteristics

Required
Behavior
Situational
Characteristics

Actual
Behavior

Preferred
Behavior

Performance
&
Satisfaction

Figure 1. Multi-Dimensional Model of Sport Leadership
Adapted from Chelladurai (1990)

Member
Characteristics





Most important within the context of this study, the antecedents in the MMSL are rarely
constant. Various members have different expectations of the leader based on personality, selfesteem, previously encountered situations, athletic ability, desire for athletic success, and
preference for achievement or approval, among other variables (Chelladurai, 1980). Situational
characteristics change based on the age of team members, characteristics of school
administrators and team member parents, and the culture and social climate of the town, among
other variables. As time progresses, interactions between leaders and members influence future
antecedents and behaviors. In the MMSL, after a leader makes an actual decision on his
behavior, the level of congruence the actual behavior has with preferred and required behavior
influences team and individual performance and satisfaction, which results in an outcome. The
outcome of the actual behavior will change the situational characteristics, may influence the
characteristics of the leader and members, and possibly will affect the relationship between
members and leaders. Each of these potential effects resulting from the outcome will alter the
preferred and required behaviors of the leader for the next decision, thereby affecting the
leader’s actual behavior. Essentially, the outcomes of behaviors cyclically affect antecedents in
the model.
The MMSL inspired the framework for the aspects of the study that included the
decision-making aspects of leadership, but there needed to be an additional aspect of the
framework that informed the leadership development aspects. As a result, the study also
included the Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership.
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Five Exemplary Practices of Leadership
Kouzes and Posner (2002) proposed that there are five universal leadership
characteristics and practices that operate regardless of the unique context that each leader must
navigate. Each of these leadership principles is based on the leader developing a credible
relationship with the followers. Once this occurs to the point that people desire to follow the
leader and that there are shared values between the leader and followers, the leadership is
considered effective. As a result, Kouzes and Posner intended to develop the five leadership
practices to empower people as they aspire to lead others regardless of time or situation. The
five practices, each of which is a behavioral leadership variable, will be explained briefly:
Model the Way, Inspire a Shared Vision, Challenge the Process, Enable Others to Act, and
Encourage the Heart.
Kouzes and Posner’s (2002) model indicates effective leaders demonstrate the behavior
that they expect from the members of their group. In order to effectively Model the Way,
leaders should define clear values and convictions in order to set an appropriate example by
implementing actions, words, and commitments. In other words, the first practice a high school
team captain must adopt to be a solid leader is to act according to the values that the coach and
team desire for themselves. The second practice Kouzes and Posner advocate for people in
leadership is to Inspire a Shared Vision, which involves developing a vision for the future of
the group that is better and more desirable than the current state. After an aspiring leader
develops this vision for the future, the leader shares that vision with other members in an
attempt to inspire followers who will share in attempts to make the dream into reality. To be an
effective leader, a high school team captain must consistently remind teammates of the
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commitments and goals they have set for each other and cause other players to work hard
enough to achieve them.
Kouzes and Posner (2002) then ask leaders to Challenge the Process. Aspiring leaders
are effective in achieving the vision when they rely on ability rather than luck and expect
results rather than excuses from themselves and others. In order to adequately Challenge the
Process, leaders must challenge the current situation and go beyond the comfort level of the
group. A team captain does this by vocally challenging teammates when the team is beginning
to lose focus on attaining their goals in a positive manner, even with the potential of losing
social status. Once the aspiring leader begins to challenge the status quo of the group, the
model then suggests that the leader Enable Others to Act. In this phase of leadership, the leader
must focus on developing trust between leaders and followers and encouraging cooperation
between all members of the organization. A team captain does this by building relationships
with teammates and encouraging everyone to work hard and to hold each other accountable.
Finally, leaders should consistently Encourage the Heart by genuinely celebrating successes
and contributions of individuals and groups as they occur. Team captains demonstrate this by
verbally encouraging teammates when they perform well, providing positive physical contact
such as “high fives” when the team is succeeding, and providing positive feedback when
teammates show improvement.
The MMSL and Five Exemplary Practices are essential for interpreting the study. Both
aspects of the framework will be expounded upon in Chapter 2.





Significance of the Study
Coaches and athletes in United States high schools are consistently looking for
opportunities for their teams to experience more on-field success. Additionally, since high
school athletics are an extension of the educational process, many coaches are attempting to
ensure that they are teaching relevant skills to their athletes that make them more productive
members of society (Collins et al., 2009). Leadership is a skill that meets both criteria; coaches
and athletes value leadership development because they believe it increases the productivity
and success of their team, and leadership is a skill that coaches want to develop in their players
in order to improve their athletes’ potential for success as they move from school into
adulthood and their chosen careers. Leadership development as a tool for improving
performance, as well as many psychological skills (e.g., group cohesion, motivation, etc.), is
becoming more common in athletics, and research is becoming more prevalent regarding the
relationship in sports between leadership effectiveness and athletic performance or cohesion
(Vincer & Loughead, 2010; Wright & Côté, 2003). As a result, this study may benefit athletic
coaches and, by extension, team captains as they attempt to reach athletic and interpersonal
performance goals.
This study is perhaps more valuable by approaching the topics in a different manner
than most previous research studies. After scanning literature, there has only been one study
measuring leadership development across an entire athletic season (Voight, 2012). Voight’s
study was limited by not including the coaches for feedback, and a natural extension of his
study is conducting research at a younger level, since Voight studied collegiate athletes. The
present study is also significant because Bergsma (2011) identified that interventions and
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curriculum concerning leadership development have research gaps. This study attempts to
bridge both gaps by focusing on mentoring as a specific curricular intervention for leadership
development across an entire athletic season. This study is also unique because the coach is
acting as the researcher; a self-study will provide a very different perspective on leadership
development in athletics among captains. Since most research in the field has been quantitative,
a qualitative study searching to explain these concepts and find rich experiential data through
interviews will provide new insight into why athletic leadership development may succeed or
fail in its objectives.
This study may also be beneficial to numerous high schools and colleges looking to
incorporate more effective leadership development strategies into their athletic programs. Since
many high schools and colleges are attempting to develop youth to be future leaders through
their athletic programs, this study may provide a framework for enabling these educational
institutions to begin integrating such training into their seasons. Since many coaches do not
have a particular framework for developing leaders (Gould & Voelker, 2012), this study will
provide insight into how mentoring can impact team captain leadership development. A study
such as this will also open opportunities for future qualitative and quantitative studies in the
area of athletic leadership-mentoring development, training, and implementation, which may
serve to provide more opportunities for high schools and colleges to prepare their studentathletes for leadership in their sport and in society.





Methodology

This study of leadership development among high school team captains was conducted
as a qualitative self-study. The unit of analysis for the self-study was the team captains of the
boys’ basketball team I coach at a rural high school in northern Illinois. The data was collected
through interviews, observations, and journals. The data collection period was from the start of
school in late August through the end of the basketball season in March. Data was analyzed
using a process that involved connecting and categorizing strategies in order to describe the
lived experiences of the participants (Maxwell, 2012). Methodological procedures will be
explained more clearly in Chapter 3.
Delimitations
This study was delimited in scope by focusing on one varsity boys’ basketball team
rather than researching leadership development of team captains in multiple sports or across
genders. Additionally, the study was conducted in one Illinois high school over the course of
one season. This focus allowed the study to remain manageable and allowed the study to be
completed in a reasonable time period.
Definition of Terms
Coach – the formal leader of an athletic team, responsible for making strategic decisions
(Loughead & Hardy, 2005)
Leader – an individual who exerts influence on others toward a common goal, either formally
or informally

13

14
Leader Behavior – an action taken by a leader, either relationship-oriented or task-oriented, that





is designed to influence the group and its members (Brungardt, 1996; Riggio, 2013)
Leader Skill – a characteristic of a leader, either developed or innate (or both), that aids in the
leadership process (Brungardt, 1996)
Leadership – “a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a
common goal” (Northouse, 2010, p. 3)
Leadership Development – a lifelong growth process including the encouragement and
promotion of a person’s leadership potential (Brungardt, 1996)
Mentoring – a formal or informal process where a more experienced leader trains a protégé by
consistently interacting and sharing ideas (Day, 2001; Kempster, 2006)
Team Captain – an athlete occupying a formal position of leadership on a team (Gould et al.,
2013), who in this study is responsible for motivating and encouraging peer teammates toward
a common goal
Organization
This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the study by presenting
the problem, framework, purpose, and research questions for this study on high school team
captain leadership development. Chapter 1 concludes with discussions of the significance,
methodology, delimitations, and definitions of key vocabulary terms of the study.
Chapter 2 opens with a more detailed discussion of the framework, which includes the
MMSL and Five Exemplary Practices. The chapter also provides a review of relevant literature





on leadership and leadership development, with a particular focus on mentoring and studies
conducted within an athletic context.
Chapter 3 provides a more detailed outline of the methodology that will be used for
completing the research. After data was collected through interviews, open-ended journaling,
reflections, and video observations, the findings are reported and analyzed in Chapters 4
through 9. Finally, Chapters 10 and 11 discuss and interpret the findings while presenting
implications for current practice and future research.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
This review of the literature on athletic leadership development and training organizes
the literature into four related topics—mentoring, leadership characteristics, leadership
development, and the transfer of leadership skills to practical situations. Most of the studies in
the field indicate characteristics that leaders tend to have and the preferred characteristics that
coaches and athletes look for in their leaders. Some studies inside and outside athletics discuss
how leadership is developed and what types of activities can be implemented to foster that
development. Finally, there are several studies that research how learned leadership can be
transferred to situational leadership. Each of these topics relates to the broader topic of athletic
leadership while indicating the need for further qualitative study in the field concerning how
athletes can be mentored by their coaches in leadership. Before discussing the literature in
topical format, however, this review begins with a discussion of the historical development of
athletic leadership research and the typical quantitative metrics that are used in analyzing
leadership in sport.
History and Leadership Metrics
Prior to 1980, there was no consistent basis in academic research or literature for
evaluating leadership in sport. Loy, McPherson, and Kenyon (1978) actually noted that there
was a distinct lack of consistency in the study of leadership in sport. While there were some
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studies prior to 1980 concerning leadership in sport, it was difficult to develop a theoretical
model for leadership in sport without an effective leadership metric. As a result, Chelladurai
and Saleh (1980) refined the Leadership Scale for Sport (LSS) that they previously developed
(Chelladurai & Saleh, 1978). The primary function of the LSS was to evaluate the leadership of
a coach based on the quantitative responses of that coach’s players. The final version of the
LSS published by Chelladurai and Saleh (1980) included forty items among five factors that
were tested for validity and reliability: training and instruction (direct task factor), democratic
behavior (decision-style factor), autocratic behavior (decision-style factor), social support
(motivational factor), and positive feedback (motivational factor). While it is clear that
Chelladurai and Saleh’s LSS does not cover the entirety of a coach’s leadership ability, it is an
instrument that has served sport leadership researchers well for many years.
Seventeen years later, a revision of the LSS was published (Zhang, Jensen, & Mann,
1997). The revised LSS contains many of the same factors, but the number of items increased
to sixty and introduced situational consideration behavior as an additional direct task factor.
The authors also renamed “training and instruction” as “teaching and instruction behavior.”
The researchers found a way to modify and improve the original LSS, and they also included a
more effective coach self-evaluation version of the revised LSS. The self-evaluation version
was designed to enable a broader multidimensional approach to research.
When looking at the history of the development of instruments in evaluating leadership
in sport, it is clear that the metrics that have been developed have focused on evaluating the
leadership of coaches. One of the most glaring gaps in the literature is a similar quantitative
measure for peer leadership in sport, so attempts to study peer leadership have used the LSS





(Kozub & Pease, 2001). Moreover, there have been few qualitative studies studying peer
leadership, although several studies have occurred in the last decade (Dupuis, Bloom, &
Loughead, 2006; Voelker et al., 2011). There are very few studies of either methodology that
are targeted at how athletes lead each other or how athletes learn to lead each other.
Mentoring of Coaches and Athletes
Mentoring has been prevalent in a variety of fields for years; for example, within
education, novice teachers commonly learn from veterans who serve as mentors in either a
structured or unstructured manner. The novices benefit from their teaching style being refined
and learning about the educational environment, but the mentoring system requires the mentor
to value the novice, help the novice rather than evaluate the novice, and work together to
develop trust and respect between both members of the mentoring partnership (Abell, Dillon,
Hopkins, McInery, & O'Brien, 1995). Bowers and Eberhart (1988) noted that such mentoring
partnerships between teachers lead to the workplace becoming a learning environment for both
the experienced and novice teacher, where each learns from the other.
Mentoring has been utilized within educational self-study research. This framework for
study has been implemented in teacher education quite often. While teacher education is not
immediately transferable to athletic situations, some self-study research in teacher education
can inform athletic research focusing on mentoring. One recent study involved the mentoring
relationship between novice and experienced teachers (Olsher & Kantor, 2012). Olsher and
Kantor found that the mentoring relationship does not have to be based on the experienced
teacher providing answers for the novice teacher; rather, the two teachers can learn from each
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other using questioning strategies that cause growth for both. Another self-study (Frick &
Riley, 2010) reflecting on an educator preparing future teacher-leaders found that it was
possible to hold leaders responsible for their own learning by offering constructive feedback
and engineering opportunities for individual and personal reflection. Each of these studies is
relevant in shaping a potential study on athletic leadership development through mentoring
because the relationship between the experts and novices is similar to the relationship between
coaches and athletes.
Within athletics, mentoring was not explicitly studied until the 1980s. Two major types
of mentoring have been studied: coaches mentoring other coaches and coaches mentoring
athletes. As research concerning athletic mentoring began, academic researchers advocated for
the development of more systematic mentoring programs that are designed to better prepare
coaches and athletes for the learning and development process that occurs during mentoring
(Bloom, Durand-Bush, Schinke, & Salmela, 1998; Gould, Giannini, Krane, & Hodge, 1990).
Despite these pleas, there has not been any significant progress in the subsequent thirty years
toward implementing a structured mentoring program nationally at the university or highschool level for coaches or athletes.
The coaches in the studies by Nash and Sproule (2009) and Bloom et al. (1998)
indicated that a significant portion of their professional development as coaches came through
natural and informal mentoring relationships with other coaches. In fact, Nash and Sproule
reported that coaches found significantly greater benefits from these informal collegial
interactions than through structured professional development such as coaching clinics or
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seminars. Additionally, Bloom et al. reported that the coaches who had been mentored in the
past made it a priority to mentor their fellow coaches as they gained more experience.
Classic mentoring, where the coach serves as an adult who mentors a youth, is one way
that athletes learn from coaches (Philip & Hendry, 1996). In classic mentoring, youth learn
from their mentor adult by taking their verbal advice and by imitating observed behaviors. This
classic mentoring often appears as either natural mentoring, where mentoring relationships
develop as a youth goes to someone (usually an older person) for advice and support (Rhodes,
1994). Often, natural mentoring relationships develop and the youth are unaware that they are
being mentored. Since coaches are placed in positions where their influence is necessarily
relevant to the youth, as a result of the power coaches have to determine playing time and the
amount of time that coaches spend with their athletes, natural mentoring is very common in
athletics (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005). It is important in natural mentoring relationships that
the adult mentor build a rapport with the youth protégé in order to foster a healthy mentoring
relationship (Rhodes, 1994). Additionally, Rhodes states that trust must be a primary element
of any natural mentoring relationship.
Minimal research has been conducted concerning coaches mentoring athletes, although
two qualitative studies found that mentoring was important for Canadian university coaches.
The first study found that most expert Canadian university coaches with 10 or more years of
experience interviewed by Bloom et al. (1998) made the development of the athlete as a wellrounded person a priority in their mentoring relationship. This could be a way to gain trust with
the athlete while caring about the athlete’s personal development. Each of the coaches in the
study was mentored as an athlete, and the coaches determined that the mentoring relationships
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they had with their coaches were relevant in their athletic, personal, and professional
development. As a result, after becoming coaches, they viewed mentoring as an essential part
of their jobs (Bloom et al., 1998). The second study involved in-depth interviews with eight
Canadian university head coaches, and the researchers found that those coaches perceived
mentoring their athletes as a primary responsibility of their profession (Miller, Salmela, & Kerr,
2002), which coincides with the belief of experienced Canadian basketball coaches who valued
making lasting impressions on their athletes as an important aspect of their job (Davies, Bloom,
& Salmela, 2005). One major limitation of these studies is that they both analyzed Canadian
university coaches, who might view intercollegiate sport differently than coaches in the United
States due to lower job pressures and salaries (Davies et al., 2005). There has been no research
specifically about coaches mentoring athletes in the United States, either at the collegiate or
high-school level. In fact, several studies mentioned the lack of training that high school
athletic leaders have received (Dupuis et al., 2006; Voelker et al., 2011).
In summary, there has been considerable research about mentoring across many
disciplines, but there have been few studies in the realm of athletics and sport. Most of the
studies focusing on athletics do not analyze the content or context of mentoring relationships;
instead, they discussed the perceived benefits of mentoring (Bloom et al., 1998; Nash &
Sproule, 2009). Additionally, most of these studies used qualitative interviews that asked
coaches for their perceptions of their mentoring relationships (Bloom et al., 1998; Miller et al.,
2002; Nash & Sproule, 2009). The athletes’ perspectives on mentoring relationships with their
coaches and more in-depth analysis of the coaches’ perspectives on their role as a mentor,
particularly emphasizing what and how coaches mentor their athletes, are current gaps in the
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literature. Also, there has been no research designed to study coaches and athletes in a mentormentee relationship specifically analyzing leadership development for team captains.
Leadership Characteristics of Coaches and Athletes
Most of the literature in the field of athletic leadership addresses leadership
characteristics. Miller (2004) found that coaches believed that leading their teams
altruistically—with character, empowerment, balance, consistency, and caring—spurred better
performance from their athletes compared to alternate methods of leading. Miller also found
that coaches perceived their relationships with players were deeper and their players
appreciated them more with altruistic leadership than with other forms. Coaches echoed this
sentiment in a different qualitative study by Walsh and Morris (2002), mentioning how
important relationships between coaches and athletes are for effective coaching leadership.
Researchers stated that 195 high school basketball players reported similar beliefs; coaches
who displayed qualities of altruistic leadership such as trust, service, and humility typically had
athletes who were more self-motivated, had greater performances, were more satisfied with
their experience, and had greater athletic mental skills (Rieke, Hammermeister, & Chase,
2008).
While altruistic leadership is considered optimal, different studies were designed to find
young athletes’ opinions on ideal leadership styles, behaviors, and characteristics of their
coaches. The studies found that coaches should understand the preferred type of leadership
style of their athletes (Beam, Serwatka, & Wilson, 2004; Salminen & Liukkonen, 1996).
Implementing democratic coaching behaviors is becoming more prevalent, possibly due to the
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increasingly democratic home lives of student-athletes (Salminen & Liukkonen, 1996). The
democratic style is especially important for coaches to implement for student-athletes in
independent sports (Beam et al., 2004). In contrast, Beam et al. found that autocratic leadership
behaviors are preferred by some athletes in interdependent sports such as football and
basketball. This was particularly true for elite male athletes in interdependent sports (Beam et
al., 2004), perhaps because elite male athletes in heavily team-based sports prefer to be directed
and instructed with high levels of specificity. This is likely because it is easier to achieve
victory in interdependent sports when one person is controlling the strategy.
One of the primary motivations for including sport in the educational system in the
United States is its potential for teaching lessons that are difficult to teach in traditional
classrooms. This is evident by looking at many high school or university mission statements.
One example of such belief is the mission statement and beliefs of the Illinois High School
Association, the governing body of high school athletics in Illinois, which in part states that
“educators across the USA believe that participation in interscholastic activities offers students
significant lifetime learning experiences that cannot be duplicated in any other instructional
setting” (Illinois High School Association, 2013). Many athletic coaches in high-school and
college settings place importance on developing young people toward maturity, particularly
through the teaching of values and proper human interaction.
Gould and Carson (2011) studied the relationship between young people’s perceptions
of their development and its relationship to their coaches’ behaviors. They found that the
development of young athletes includes skills such as goal setting, teamwork, and effort. They
also found that development includes attitudinal outcomes such as understanding the value in
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group’s performance. A qualitative study involving ten highly successful high school football
coaches found that these coaches viewed their own teams as a place where coaches can be
positive role models for their players (Collins et al., 2009). Additionally, these coaches wanted
to make a difference in their players’ lives through the teaching of ideals, character, and values
both inside and outside of football. A quantitative survey of intercollegiate wrestling coaches
showed that wrestling coaches find importance in leading their athletes in team building,
mental skill development, and goal setting (Gould, Hodge, Peterson, & Petlichkoff, 1987). All
of these findings are about the leadership characteristics and beliefs of coaches. There has been
one recent case study analyzing the leadership of a team captain and its relationship to shared
mental models on a college volleyball team; that study found the captain’s behaviors led to
increased communication and information sharing on the team (Filho, Gershgoren, Basevitch,
Schinke, & Tenenbaum, 2014).
Other types of leadership behaviors of coaches and athletes tend to vary. Coaches differ
in their approach to their teams based on the level of sport and the age of the participant
(Jambor & Zhang, 1997). Schouten (2011) found in his mixed-methodology study that coaches
of team sports with strong individual components, such as track and field and softball, offer
more positive feedback than coaches of team sports with greater team interdependency.
Positive feedback is typically well liked as a leadership behavior among all athletes, even
though most coaches and players tend to initially lead with autocratic and not necessarily
positive behaviors (Chelladurai, Haggerty, & Baxter, 1989). Basketball players’ leadership
abilities were positively correlated with positive leadership behaviors from their coaches
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(Kozub & Pease, 2001). Also, basketball players (Weiss & Friedrichs, 1986) and football
players (Riemer & Chelladurai, 1995) stated that they were more satisfied as athletes when
their coaches gave more positive feedback and social support. Another result of coaches
providing positive feedback and social support to their team is that athletes report greater team
cohesion (Shields, Gardner, Bredemeier, & Bostro, 1997).
Despite the research, coaches in all sports are much less likely to provide social support,
positive feedback, and democratic decision making to athletes than peer athletic leaders
(Loughead & Hardy, 2005; Moran & Weiss, 2006). This follows Stogdill’s (1948) finding that
leadership traits exhibit themselves based on the situation that a person is in; coaches lead in
the manner that they feel will help their team the best, and players do the same. As a result,
coaches either must not place the same value on the athletes’ preferred leadership behaviors as
their players do, or coaches are not capable of providing those types of leadership behaviors to
athletes to the same extent as athletes’ peer leaders. What has not been studied in an athletic
context, however, is the possibility that these desired behaviors in coaches and student-athlete
leaders can be cultivated through leadership training or mentoring outside of short-term
programs (Bergsma, 2011) or interventions from experts outside the team (Voight, 2012).
Improving social cohesion is one way that athlete-leaders can influence their teams
through their leadership behavior. According to a meta-analysis by Carron, Colman, Wheeler,
and Stevens (2002), cohesion is heavily related to successful sport performance. Research
repeatedly indicates that coaching leadership behaviors (Shields et al., 1997) and the
relationships coaches have with athletes in a team setting (Jowett & Chaundy, 2004) have a
much greater effect on group task cohesion than social cohesion. Other research indicates social
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aspects are influenced more significantly by peer leadership (Moran & Weiss, 2006). In other
words, the methods that coaches use typically have the greatest impact on the group’s
functionality toward accomplishing its specific sports-related goals and a much lesser impact
on how well the group functions socially. With this in mind, coaches who intend to improve
their team’s social cohesion need to be intentional about how they lead and also recognize their
athletes’ abilities to effect positive social cohesion change. Studies have shown that athleteleaders are capable of positively influencing both task and social cohesion if they have
characteristics such as obvious rigorous athletic training and high concern for team members’
welfare (Vincer & Loughead, 2010). Coaches who want their team captains to affect social
cohesion need to make their captains aware of these behaviors and the influence they as leaders
may have on the team’s ability to achieve its goals.
While leadership development is an important concept and research has shown
leadership to be malleable (Brungardt, 1996), it is important to find student-athletes who
exhibit characteristics that are optimal for leading peers in athletics (Pease & Zhang, 2002).
Particularly when looking at competitive or elite athletics, coaches tend to desire older,
experienced players (Pease & Zhang, 2002; Tropp & Landers, 1979), whereas athletes want to
be led primarily by other players with high levels of athletic skill (Loughead et al., 2006;
Moran & Weiss, 2006; Pease & Zhang, 2002). As a result, leaders in athletics tend to have a
combination of leadership skill, age, and athletic skill. Similarly, coaches’ ratings of athletic
performance and athletic locus of control were consistently related to peer leadership attraction
(Glenn & Horn, 1993; Yukelson et al., 1983). In other words, there was strong correlation
between leadership ratings by peers and athletic ratings by coaches; the best players tended to
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be viewed as leaders by their peers. There is quantitative support for captaincy to typically be
bestowed on the best players who play positions of relative importance in youth and
professional soccer (Lee, Coburn, & Partridge, 1983), which verifies that more skilled athletes
tend to have leadership positions. Additionally, peer athletic leaders mentioned the importance
of having high skill level, strong work ethic, tactical sport knowledge, and good rapport with
teammates in order to be effective leaders (Wright & Côté, 2003). A formal title of “captain,”
however, does not necessarily indicate that a player is the only peer leader of a team. Several
players can take different leadership roles, such as motivational, task, or social leader, within a
group (Fransen, Vanbeselaere, De Cuyper, Vande Broek, & Boen, 2014). These findings are
important when coaches are looking for student-athletes to choose as potential leaders.
In summary, leadership characteristics and beliefs have been studied in athletic
situations, but most have been studied among the characteristics of adults leading studentathletes. Research studying athletes as leaders is quite rare, and this study intended to expand
on the current literature and provide more depth to the topic.
Leadership Development in Athletics
Leadership development is a growth process that spans a lifetime and includes the
encouragement and promotion of a person’s leadership potential (Brungardt, 1996). This
process includes the attainment of skills and knowledge that comes through personal
experience, advice from mentors and instructors, and observing other leaders. Most of the
literature refers to leadership development as a process that cannot solely be learned in isolation
from practical experience (Brungardt, 1996). Doh (2003) argues that educators should be
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skeptical of their ability to mold leaders. He argues that leadership develops through practice
and education, so leadership educators have the capacity to cause growth but should not expect
to make someone into a leader. Similarly, Allio (2005) articulates that building skills should be
an essential part of leadership development, but “creating” leaders is not possible. In fact, there
is research that indicates athletes may sometimes regress in leadership developmental stages
even with mentors trying to advance their leadership (Martinek, Schilling, & Hellison, 2006).
This could be caused either by the athlete not caring about leadership development or the
athlete not being able to handle stressful situations and regressing to previous behaviors. These
cautions seem to emphasize experiential learning over training or mentorship while stating the
importance of education as a part of the learning process.
While many experts argue that it is difficult to create leaders, the mindset of the people
developing leaders is very important. Chase (2010) provides evidence that it is better for
coaches to believe in the possibility for their athletes to grow as leaders as opposed to believing
leadership ability is innate and static. She cites the benefits of the characteristics of people who
display a growth mindset—such as embracing challenges, persisting through adversity, and an
emphasis on effort as important for success—while also emphasizing the pitfalls of the
characteristics associated with a fixed mindset.
Developing leadership skills through extracurricular activities, including sports, is an
important function of the educational process. There are clear signs that involvement in
extracurricular activities during youth contributes to positive characteristics development
(Eccles et al., 2003). Some of the characteristics that develop through sport without much direct
instruction are initiative and respect (Holt, Tink, Mandigo, & Fox, 2008). These characteristics
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are developed even without direct instruction as a result of the rules that coaches create and
enforce, along with the opportunities coaches give their players to make decisions within the
sport and concerning the team. As a result, the process of developing leaders seems to occur as
an extention of interscholastic athletics participation. It is not conclusive, however, whether
participation in athletics is sufficient to obtain many other leadership skills; athletes
outperformed non-athletes on leadership inventories (Dobosz & Beaty, 1999), but Grandzol et
al. (2010) noted that merely participating in a sport does not increase leadership ability. The
development of leadership skills in sport is fostered by holding formal positions of leadership
such as captain (Grandzol et al., 2010) and by coaches putting athletes in situations where they
can improve their ability to lead peers (Martinek et al., 2006). Grandzol (2011) expanded on
those findings by determining that captains developed as leaders as a result of being given
responsibility as a leader, regardless of the type of sport. Another method of improving
leadership skills through athletics is by having the coach mentor some players as apprentices in
order to guide them through situational leadership through observation and verbal instruction
(Kempster, 2006).
Very few studies, however, have researched a formal process of leadership development
through athletics. Though successful coaches place importance on the development of young
athletes as people (Collins et al., 2009), very few athletes receive instruction for leadership
skills. Voelker et al. (2011) found that the high school sport captains interviewed for their study
received very little training for their captaincy role by their coaches; instead, they had to rely on
their previous life experiences and the process of trial and error. A majority of those same
captains felt that at least some level of formal leadership or captaincy training could benefit





30

high school captains. In a similar study, interviews with ten coaches indicated that many
coaches perceive they are providing their team captains with some level of formal leadership
instruction, such as structured leadership courses using a textbook, and certain aspects of
mentoring, such as providing positive feedback (Gould et al., 2013). The contrast between the
athletes’ and coaches’ perspectives indicates that research integrating leadership development
with both the coaches’ and athletes’ perspectives would be beneficial.
Studies are just beginning to be conducted to build the framework for understanding
leadership development among team captains and how coaches perceive their role in that
development (Gould et al., 2013). The potential to improve student-athlete leadership skill
indicates that coaches should implement a program to train captains (Chase, 2010). These
programs—either curriculum or mentoring—have not been sufficiently researched.
Additionally, there has been very little research done about coaches intentionally trying to
improve an athlete’s personal characteristics that have been shown to be related to leadership.
There is research that indicates that captains develop leadership skills through experience
(Grandzol, 2011), but how that experience is fostered and whether the athletes could learn more
if their captaincy were structured more effectively has not been researched.
Recently, there have been some attempts to begin research into what a quality
leadership curriculum for athletics would entail. Gould and Voelker (2010) referenced a
program that the Michigan High School Athletic Association is attempting to institute for
training captains, and Blanton, Sturges, and Gould (2014) mentioned implementing a
leadership club in a high school for the purposes of learning and practicing leadership. Other
training mechanisms for athletes and students have been developed by Janssen (2007) and
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Kouzes and Posner (2008), among others, but there is very minimal research on their
effectiveness in training athletic leaders or the relationship between curriculum and mentoring.
One study quantitatively analyzed the leadership learning experiences of team captains at a
leadership retreat and found that the athlete-leaders placed a high value on the experience and
that they learned a significant amount about leadership (Bergsma, 2011). While the study found
that the retreat was valuable to the participants, there is a gap in the literature as to whether the
participants gained skills and knowledge that are sustainable or whether the coaches of those
athletes continued to develop those skills as their seasons progressed. As a result, it is clear that
a study analyzing sustained and intentional leadership development would benefit the field.
Transfer of Athletic Leadership Skills to Practical Situations
Unfortunately, there are few studies concerning the transfer of leadership skills gained
through youth extra-curricular activities to other situations. This topic, however, is of great
importance, because one of the primary goals of educational athletics is to develop skills, such
as leadership, that meet schools’ educational missions and have the capability to transfer to
other situations in society (Illinois High School Association, 2013). Gerdes (2001) wrote that
educators should be able to effectively teach lessons about characteristics such as respect and
responsibility, which translate to many aspects of life, through sport. The lack of research
concerning the transfer of leadership skills is particularly true in the longitudinal sense. This is
due to the difficulty of studying leaders over an extended period of time. One of the most
important gaps in the literature is a study indicating how leadership skills from an intentionally
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developed athletic leadership curriculum would transfer into practical skills, both in short-term
and long-term situations.
Allio (2005) wrote that while leadership training can be an effective tool in teaching
about the process of leading, certain experts believe it is not possible to train leaders to actually
lead in practical situations through any training or curriculum. It is important to note, however,
that youth self-report that they learn more in organized activities than in any other part of their
lives (Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin, 2003) and that extracurricular activities are crucial to
positive characteristics development in youth (Eccles et al., 2003). It would be a logical
conclusion to make, then, that skills learned as a youth in sport would transfer into practical
uses and situations inside and outside sport.
Two different qualitative research studies showed this to be the case in certain
situations. An ethnographic study of a soccer team found that youth who had more leadership
experiences were able to effectively lead their peers better than youth who did not have these
experiences (Holt et al., 2008). Those same players also believed that leadership and teamwork
were the only skills they learned in athletics that were directly transferable to other domains of
life. The other study found that youth athletes who were continually exposed to leadership
situations were able to increase their leadership skills, specifically those concerning care and
compassion toward others (Martinek et al., 2006). Therefore, the research suggests that youth
do learn leadership skills in athletics and that youth perceive those skills to be transferable
across multiple aspects of their lives. No studies, however, studied the methods by which youth
learn those skills.
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In a more long-term analysis, White (1998) did an expansive retrospective study on
current business and community leaders. She found that these leaders learned a tremendous
amount about leadership in extracurricular activities during their childhood. This finding was
particularly pronounced when those people had an identifiable mentor who helped them.
White’s study focused on structured activities, but once again the leadership training in the
study was not studied. Studying this mentor relationship in a more in-depth manner would
advance the literature in the field.
Summary of Literature
This brief review of the literature on athletic leadership development discussed how
leadership characteristics, leadership development, and the transfer of leadership skills to
practical situations have been studied. Most studies examined characteristics that are common
or are preferred among athletes and coaches who occupy leadership roles; these studies are
typically quantitative. Leadership development is becoming a more popular focus of academic
research, but very few studies have analyzed the outcomes that result from the leadership
mentoring of athletes by their coach. Finally, there are several studies that research how learned
leadership can be transferred to situational leadership, but there are gaps in the literature
concerning the methodology by which those skills are taught and learned.
Conclusion
For years, leadership within the confines of athletics has typically been learned through
observation and experience. Despite the increasing role of formal leadership training, the
thought that leadership is best learned as an apprenticeship has permeated the field of athletic





leadership (Bergsma, 2011; Kempster, 2006). While it is almost universally accepted that the
process of leadership development and learning how to be a leader encompasses an entire
lifetime and takes on numerous capacities, the assumption that leadership can be developed
through a learning process is prevalent in literature, as well (Brungardt, 1996).
As a result, there is a reason to have an exploratory qualitative study analyzing the
leadership development of team captains. Previous studies analyzing leadership characteristics
typified by athletic leaders should inform coaches on the types of athletes who should be
chosen as team captains, and implementing structured and long-term leadership development
may provide more opportunities for student-athletes to be provided with specific learning
targets that focus their learning on leadership. Additionally, since many studies on athletic
leadership have been quantitative, a qualitative analysis of this leadership development will
provide new insights into how coaches and athletes view the benefits and drawbacks of
learning leadership through structured instruction and mentoring. In summary, a qualitative
study analyzing high school athletic leadership development is valuable and necessary to
advance understanding of the teaching of life skills, particularly leadership skills, through
athletics.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to examine leadership development in high school team
captains who are involved in leadership mentoring relationships with their coach. In order to
pursue this goal, the study was framed by the following questions:

1. How do team captains perceive their evolution as leaders over the course of a
season?
2. How do the captains’ perceptions of their leadership relate to the coach’s perception
of his mentoring?
3. How does the coach perceive his evolution as a mentor of captains over the course
of a season?
4. How does the coach’s mentoring relate to the captains’ perceptions of their
leadership?

Data was collected from four varsity boys’ basketball captains and their coach in a rural Illinois
community. In this chapter, the reasons for designing this qualitative person-centered
ethnography and self-study are articulated. In addition, the methods by which data was
collected and analyzed are explained. The limitations of the design are also described.
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Research Design
The majority of research investigating leadership in athletics, including the
development of athletes as peer leaders, has been conducted with quantitative methodology.
Additionally, the few studies using a qualitative design (Glenn & Horn, 1993; Wright & Côté,
2003) were designed to discover common personal characteristics and life experiences of
successful team captains. Voight’s (2012) recent qualitative study on leadership development
across an entire athletic season focused on the benefits and drawbacks of a specific leadership
intervention program implemented in collegiate team athletics by a researcher. Voight’s study
included in-depth quotations and insights from student-athletes about their perceptions of
leadership and the struggles they experienced as blossoming leaders. Similar to the Voight
study, my study of high school athletes enabled me to investigate the leadership development
experiences of high school athletes as I mentored them. A logical continuation of the research
in peer leadership development in athletes is studying the success or failure of athletes’
leadership development in tandem with analyzing the success and failure of the coach as
mentor. This qualitative study examined the leadership development process among high
school athletic captains and their coach.
Qualitative methodology allows the researcher to discover how individuals and groups
develop their understandings through their experiences (Patton, 2002). A particular benefit of
qualitative research in a study designed to examine leadership development is that the
researcher is intricately involved with the participants (Creswell, 2009), enabling the researcher
to observe the trends and offer detailed descriptions of the experiences of the participants. The
research was designed as a person-centered ethnography of the captains and a self-study of the
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coach. The research questions were answered by synthesizing the data from interviews, field
notes, and journals to construct narratives describing the lived experiences of each participant.
Person-Centered Ethnography
According to Bogdan and Biklen (2003), an ethnography attempts to describe culture or
certain aspects of a culture. It does this by recording the actions, knowledge, and surroundings
of people within a particular context (Spradley, 1980). An ethnography is person-centered if the
ethnographic research is designed to understand how individuals (or groups of individuals)
relate to their specific social and cultural context (Levy & Hollan, 1998). After first being
developed by Robert Levy (1973) in a cultural anthropology setting, person-centered
ethnographies have since been used in educational settings. Two educational uses of personcentered ethnography analyzed individual children: a seven-year-old interacting with Pokémon
video games (Sefton-Green, 2004) and a 14-year-old interacting in online discussion forums
concerning a military-fantasy strategy board game (Tobin, 1999). Through such studies,
researchers found children learning both general educational skills, such as reading, along with
context-specific skills, such as interpreting maps.
In essence, the present study attempts to document the lived experiences of four
captains learning to lead a basketball team within their specific sociocultural context. The
primary focus of person-centered ethnography is that interviews and observations treat
participants as both informants and respondents (Levy & Hollan, 1998). Treating each of the
captains as an informant, a person who has knowledge of a particular culture and can articulate
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that to the researcher, and a respondent, the object of research, is designed to gain multiple
levels of insight. That insight has:
both cultural and personal significance … [producing] rich material on feelings and
understandings about feelings and their transformations throughout various stages of
life, on learning, on fantasy, on stress and anxiety, on moral ideas and emotions, on selfconcept, and on other such personally centered dimensions of experience. (Levy &
Wellenkamp, 1989, p. 223-224)
As a result, the research design is meant to collect data that represents the subjective experience
of the team captains, particularly their experience concerning leadership and its change over
time, and their interactions with the culture of their team and location (Hollan, 2005).
Self-Study
The other aspect of the research design relates directly to my own part in the study. As
both participant and researcher, I must attempt to diligently and accurately document my own
insights, struggles, and successes while mentoring my captains in order to effectively analyze
my own practice as a mentor of leadership. In essence, the research is designed for me to think
critically and examine my actions in their context to “achieve a more conscious mode of
professional activity, in contrast to action based on habit, tradition, or impulse” (Samaras, 2002,
p. xiii). As a result, this portion of the research design is a self-study, designed to be an
intrapersonal pursuit of understanding my own practice within a sphere of interpersonal
collaboration with the captains providing alternative perspectives (Samaras & Freese, 2009).
Self-study is similar to case study, which is specifically designed to study a very small
number of participants in a few specific instances (Mertens, 2010), and works very effectively
when research questions are asking how phenomena occur (Yin, 2011). The concept of self-





study research arose in the early 1990s as an extension of teachers reflecting on their own
practice and conducting action research for the purpose of improving classroom techniques
(Samaras & Freese, 2009). The purpose of a self-study is to change the lens through which an
educator views beliefs and practice, both personally and professionally, by making personal
experiences open to public critique in tandem with collaborative communication with peers or
students (Samaras, 2002; Samaras & Freese, 2009).
The primary difference between a self-study and a case study is that a self-study
includes the researcher, who takes a reflective and analytical perspective of his/her own
practice. Essentially, the researcher combines conducting research and constructing knowledge
(Samaras & Freese, 2009). A self-study approach to research is becoming more common in
educational settings and emerged because “what seemed acceptable by the academy did not
answer the emerging questions about practice” (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009, p. 1).
Additionally, Russell (2004) argued that self-study is a necessary development in the research
concerning teacher education. A benefit to self-study is that a teacher acting as researcher
engages in reflective practice and examines personal choices for improvement (LaBoskey &
Hamilton, 2010). Self-study is conceptualized by LaBoskey (2004) as being self-initiated and
self-focused while being interactive and aiming at improvement.
Each of these benefits to self-study accentuates the current study of high school
captains. As the researcher and coach, I am able to have an in-depth understanding of the
situations and people involved in the study while also being able to analyze and reflect on my
own choices in mentoring the captains. I value improving my ability to coach and lead my
boys’ basketball team, and this study will enable me to reflect on my practice in a formal way
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to improve my ability to mentor leaders on my team. Each of the research questions is focused
on discovering how the specific mentoring relationship I develop with each of my captains
influences their growth as leaders, which in turn will guide me as I grow in my profession.
Also, the self-study methodology is unique to athletic leadership research and will provide an
alternate perspective on leadership development of team captains through the lens of a coach
without outside interventionist influences.
Context
Riverfront High School (pseudonym) is located in northwest Illinois and has an
enrollment of slightly under 800 students. The school has consistently struggled to meet
academic standards, including standardized test scores and graduation rates, set by the No
Child Left Behind legislation. Teachers in the school district recently engaged in a prolonged
strike during the school year. Additionally, the school has historically failed to sustain athletic
success in interdependent team sports such as football, basketball, volleyball, soccer, baseball,
or softball. Coaching changes are common in those sports. For example, there have been 26
different head coaches in the first 100 years of boys’ basketball at Riverfront High School.
When I took the boys’ basketball head coaching job at Riverfront, the article in the local
newspaper written about the resignation of the previous head coach called the school a
“graveyard for coaches” due to constant coaching turnover.
Riverfront High School has both boys’ and girls’ basketball programs. This study will
focus on the boys’ varsity basketball team during one regular season. A complete regular
season is from November through March.
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The high school is part of a unit school district in a rural community with an
approximate population of 16,000. The community has a high percentage of trade,
manufacturing, and industrial workers. Compared to the state average of 31%, a low percentage
of the population (14.8%) has attained a minimum of a bachelor’s degree. Additionally, 18.7%
of the population has not completed a high school (or equivalent) education; that is well above
the state average of 12.8%.
The specific case of Riverfront High School was chosen for several reasons. First, I am
a full-time employee at the school as a teacher and the head boys’ basketball coach. I had
previously developed working relationships with each athlete in the study. As a result, choosing
a sample from Riverfront High School was convenient because I work at the school (Merriam,
2009). More importantly, Riverfront High School is an interesting case for the purposes of
research. Due to the historical academic and athletic struggles Riverfront High School has
experienced, it is worth studying leadership development in this context. Along with the
resurgence that the boys’ basketball program has experienced in the three years since I have
arrived, this case is valuable for understanding leadership growth among high school team
captains who have been through difficult situations to experience success. Additionally, I
believe that I am dedicated to the players as human beings and I am focused on more than just
the results of athletic competition. I place a priority on being a good student, a good family
member, and a good teammate. For example, I regularly check their grades and develop
interventions for players who are struggling in classes or do not complete assignments. Also, I
provide positive reinforcement or guidance for players concerning their behaviors toward their
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teammates on and off the court. This fact increases the probability that the captains will receive





the type of leadership mentoring that is required for completing the study.
Participants
The participants in this study were the team captains of the varsity boys’ basketball
team. I also participated in the study as the coach of the team and leadership mentor of the
captains.
Team captains, ages 17 and 18, were selected in the manner that my basketball program
typically selects our captains. The boys’ basketball team elected captains through a weighted
vote prior to the beginning of the summer; each player received an increasing number of votes
depending on their level of participation in an off-season program. After captains were elected,
I approached the captains and recruited them for participation in the study. Captains under the
age of 18 were provided assent forms for their participation (see Appendix A), and their parents
were provided with permission forms (see Appendix B). The 18-year-old captain was provided
an informed consent form (see Appendix C). Each participant was also informed of the
procedures that the researcher implemented to ensure confidentiality, including the use of
pseudonyms (chosen by the participants), the restriction of collected data to password-protected
computers and locked cabinets, and the redaction of names and identifying information on
documents appearing in publications. Two high school varsity girls’ basketball players from
Riverfront High School agreed to pilot interview questions, and based on age, the participants
and parents were provided with an assent form (see Appendix D) and parental permission form
(see Appendix E) or informed consent form (see Appendix F).
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A total of four captains were chosen. I chose captains based on where the vote totals
had a significant gap, also taking into account the need to promote leadership characteristics in
every class of players. I like to have at least two members of each class as captains so
leadership is fostered throughout the program. All four of the boys’ basketball captains have
been part of the varsity team at Riverfront High School since their freshman year of high
school.
In the paragraphs below, I describe the participants in the study. The description for
each captain includes a paragraph of biography summarizing their high school academic and
athletic experiences, followed by one or two paragraphs detailing how that captain views
himself as a person and athlete. My description is shorter and entirely biographical, since the
“Critical Subjectivity” section highlights me in greater detail.
Kyrie
Kyrie was an 18-year-old senior who played basketball for four years and competed in
track and field as a junior and senior. He played football as a freshman but only participated in
two games before he became academically ineligible. He had never been academically
ineligible during basketball season. Kyrie earned unanimous all-conference honors in
basketball as a junior and senior and all-area honors as a senior. He was the team’s leading
scorer as a senior and ended his career as the fifth leading scorer in Riverfront High School
history. At the conclusion of his senior basketball season, Kyrie committed to play basketball at
a National Junior Collegiate Athletic Association (NJCAA) Division I school. He was in the
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bottom 50 percent of his class academically. His senior season was his second year as a varsity
captain.
Kyrie described himself two months before the season started (Interview 1, August 24,
2014) as a nice and caring person who is “not perfect,” but a good person. He said that his
friends would describe him as “cool to hang around with.” In terms of his basketball
experiences, he said that he “likes basketball in general.” He enjoys playing sports because they
are fun and he gets “to hang around with your friends,” socialize with people, learn how to do
new things, and “learn more about your teammates.” In general, Kyrie seems to value
friendship, socialization, and being viewed as a good person.
But, when describing his basketball experiences, Kyrie focused on them as either
“good” or “bad” without being able to articulate the content of the experiences related to the
descriptions he seemed to value earlier. After I prompted Kyrie a little further during Interview
1 (August 24, 2014) about what it meant for his experiences over the course of an entire season
to be either “good” or “bad,” he responded to a question about why his freshman and
sophomore seasons were bad by saying, “Like, it wasn’t a good season for me. Like it was… I
didn’t do so well.” He continued this thought later, saying, “I can’t really… I don’t know. Bad
as in… as a team. I don’t know. I was bad. I don’t know. I can’t explain it.” The players on his
team were essentially the same for both his sophomore and junior seasons, and they worked
just about as hard both seasons. Therefore, since he mentioned his inexperience and the lack of
winning as a freshman, it is likely he defined “good” and “bad” seasons by the success of the
team on the court and his ability to effectively compete in contests as an individual player.
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Damian
Damian was a 17-year-old junior who played basketball for three years and competed in
track and field starting with his junior season. He began playing competitive travel basketball
with a club team during the spring and summer after his eighth-grade year. After having
success at summer events, he verbally committed to a National Collegiate Athletic Association
(NCAA) Division I university as a basketball player prior to the beginning of his junior
basketball season. Damian led the team in most statistical categories as a junior and was a
unanimous all-conference and all-area selection as a junior. He also earned several all-state
honors as a junior. He earned a starting position on the Riverfront High School basketball team
as a freshman. He was in the top 30 percent of his class academically. His junior season was his
second year as a varsity captain.
Damian described himself by stating what he is not rather than what he is. He viewed
himself as a relatively nondescript person:
Not really quiet but not outgoing really. And I guess in high school I don’t have people
that hate me, I don’t think. I don’t really hate anybody either. I don’t know, funny. I
listen, I don’t like talk back a lot, well unless it’s like completely wrong, but other than
that I don’t really talk back. (Interview 1, August 24, 2014)
As an athlete, Damian consistently described his basketball experiences in terms of his
relationship in age and ability to other competitors and the success level of his team. For
example, he spoke glowingly of his experiences traveling for all-star club teams named the
Wizards and the Tri City Stars (both pseudonyms) since eighth grade, and he mentioned
playing in the fifth-and-sixth-grade league as a third grader and playing on the varsity team as a
freshman.
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Damian had specific, intentional goals and objectives as an athlete. Most of these goals
and objectives were personal in nature, and he stated those at the beginning of his responses.
They were also very well articulated and indicated the presence of a plan. After stating personal
goals, Damian then described some goals focused on his team. The primary focus for Damian’s
goals and objectives was more than 18 months away. Any reference to goals or objectives
within a year from the date of the interview, such as his personal or team goals for the
upcoming season and his ability to meet people and make friends, were all stated following his
goals and objectives for playing basketball on future teams and attending college for free. He
seemed to find value in being successful as an individual basketball player, which will carry
with it the ability to obtain a future education and the opportunity to compete against the best
competition possible. Along with those primary objectives, Damian found additional benefits
of friendship and being able to travel.
TJ
TJ was a 17-year-old junior who played basketball and baseball for three years. Among
the four captains, TJ had the least amount of basketball experience and has the fewest statistical
accolades. He was intentional about vocally motivating other players during practice, and
earned playing time through his work ethic. He was in the top 20 percent of his class
academically. His junior season was his second year as a varsity captain.
TJ believes that he is funny and a positive influence. He said, “I think I’m a good vibe.
Like when I walk into a room, that I’m just positive energy” (Interview 1, August 26, 2014). TJ
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also valued trust and support. He framed his background by speaking of his family based on the





amount he trusted and depended on each family member:
I have two dads. I am adopted by one and I consider him my real dad now. My other
dad, my biological father, was a drunk and just a total mess and yeah. And my mom,
she’s always been there throughout my entire life. She’s always the one I can count on.
And my grandparents on my mom’s side are very supportive of everything.
TJ also indicated that he is a hard worker and determined when he remains focused on his
goals. He referenced “anger” as a motivator to refocus on hard work and referenced his
biological father acting “lazy and undetermined and dumb” when he said, “When I get the
feeling I’m, like, I’m acting the way my biological father would in his sports career, then I get
motivated, so I self-check myself to make sure I’m not acting like that.”
As an athlete, TJ listed “brotherhood” and “always getting better, every day” as goals
(Interview 1, August 26, 2014). He referenced the people he played with when describing his
experiences with organized sports prior to high school as opposed to commenting on how
successful his teams were or how successful he was as an individual. Camaraderie and
improvement were also highly influential in his perception of his experiences in high school
sports. It was clear that TJ valued process and experience over immediate results. Additionally,
TJ hoped that he would develop leadership skills, the ability to work with other people, and the
ability to overcome adversity before he finished his sports career. He also set a goal of playing
sports in college, which became a goal over the summer between his sophomore and junior
years of high school.
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Kobe
Kobe was a 17-year-old senior who played basketball and baseball for four years. He
earned all-conference honors as a basketball and baseball player as a sophomore, junior, and
senior. He led the basketball team in most statistical categories as a freshman, sophomore, and
junior, having earned a starting position on the team as a freshman. As a junior and senior, he
was unanimously selected to the all-conference and all-area teams for basketball and baseball.
He was named area player of the year for basketball by the local newspaper as a senior and is
the all-time leading basketball scorer in Riverfront High School history. He also holds the
single-season earned run average record for a baseball pitcher at Riverfront. Prior to his junior
baseball season, Kobe accepted a scholarship offer as a baseball pitcher at an NCAA Division I
university. He was in the top 10 percent of his class academically. His senior basketball season
was his third year as a varsity captain.
Kobe described himself with personality traits that he perceived to be his strengths. He
focused on work ethic, determination, character, and excellence. He said, “I am hard working
and I want to do my best in whatever I do. And when I set out to accomplish something, I want
to get it done. I value character in myself and in those around me and I want to be the best
person I can be—the best athlete I can be” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). He valued work
ethic and determination because he perceived excellence to be a result of those traits; in
essence, he believes that committed effort and perseverance lead to growth, which allows for
success. Kobe would proudly answer questions about himself pertaining to the values of work
ethic, character, determination, and striving for excellence. Though he would often indicate that
he was “obviously not perfect” and had to improve in all of those areas, the way he answered
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questions provided the impression that he believes he truly exhibits those values in his life
(Interview 2, November 5, 2014). Conversely, he struggled to answer when he was asked to list
strengths and was very candid about many perceived weaknesses and faults.
Kobe focused on work ethic and determination when describing his athletic career,
which provided him joy. He said, “I really enjoy playing all my sports; it gives me something I
can put a lot of time into and I can get good results as long as I put in work to it” (Interview 1,
August 24, 2014). When defining his athletic goals, Kobe focused on team goals before
commenting on individual goals. He framed the potential for success on work ethic and
commitment over a prolonged time period. Another significant aspect of Kobe’s framework for
understanding his athletic career is time and enjoyment. He had a great career and put
considerable effort into the sport of basketball, and he knew his career was going to end when
the season was over. As a result, it became urgent to him to be focused. Kobe wanted to have
the best team that had “ever come out of Riverfront” and said regarding personal goals, “I want
to have a season where I feel like I accomplished something and feel like I did all that I could
to get to where our team could do the best” (Interview 2, November 5, 2015). He clarified what
it means to him to accomplish something:
So when I look back at—let’s say—even though the outcome may not have went the
way I wanted it to go, the way, the path I took to do stuff and the way I went about stuff
is the way that I would like it to go. And the amount of work I put in—‘cause if I put in
the work, if I put in the effort, then the outcome will normally come.
Jason
I was a 30-year-old male at the time of the study. I had been a high school mathematics
teacher for eight years and a high school boys’ basketball coach for 12 years. During the season
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that was studied, I was in my fourth year at Riverfront High School as head boys’ basketball
coach, which was my first head coaching position. I had also been an assistant coach for
football, boys’ track and field, and baseball at various times during my teaching career. I was
unmarried and had no children. More detail about my experiences at Riverfront High School
are cited in the section entitled “Critical Subjectivity.”
Critical Subjectivity
Whenever a researcher is significantly involved in a qualitative study, particularly as
more than just an observer, explaining the researcher’s engagement by documenting
circumstances is important (Fischer, 2009). This is “not for the sake of gaining objectivity but
rather of acknowledging our engagement in the development of consensual (but always
evolving) understandings of our research phenomena and processes” (p. 583). Additionally,
framing the important issues in the study with critical subjectivity is important. Critical
subjectivity involves an awareness of different ways that humans can obtain knowledge and
how they interact in order to effectively assess how they impact a person’s perception of reality
(Heron & Reason, 1997). Laying out the foundational knowledge that will be present in the
study from my perspective in terms of experience, concept, and practice is important to discern
the realities that I will present in the study. Leadership development and mentoring are
essential within the context of this study, and as a result it is important that I frame my
understanding of those concepts. First, however, I will describe my overall life experiences and
how they relate to the study.
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Researcher’s Personal Experience
I grew up in a suburb of Chicago, Illinois, with parents who valued education and
athletics in an intensely Christian home. I attended a high school with over 2,000 students and a
large public university in Illinois for my undergraduate degree in mathematics education. After
student teaching in the Chicago suburbs, I accepted my first high school teaching and coaching
position at the same suburban high school I attended. In addition to teaching mathematics, a
career goal of mine was to be a head boys’ basketball coach at a high school. I wanted to be
able to organize a basketball program for two reasons: my experience playing high school
basketball influenced my life, and I believed that I could foster an environment where high
school basketball players could develop quality relationships with others while learning lessons
and striving for goals. After unsuccessfully attempting to get the open head boys’ basketball
coaching position at that high school in May 2011, I began looking for a head coaching
position elsewhere.
I accepted the head boys’ basketball coaching position at Riverfront High School in
June 2011. In addition to having to make the shift from a large suburban high school to a rural
school, I also had to manage the fallout from the recent history of the boys’ basketball program
at Riverfront. In the four years preceding my acceptance of the job, there were three head
coaches. In 2008, the first of these head coaches was removed from his position after nine years
as coach. The circumstances surrounding the coach’s dismissal resulted in civil litigation
between the coach and the school district, as well as the coach and several community
members. A new coach was hired and spent three seasons as the head coach. The varsity boys’
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basketball team won five games in the season prior to the researcher’s arrival. The previous
head coach and the school mutually agreed to part ways in March 2011.
The school hired a successor in late April, but he resigned 20 days after being hired.
According to players, the successor held a player meeting before resigning and made promises
that were never kept due to his sudden resignation. Based on conversations I had with players
that occurred prior to the beginning of the research, the uncertainty associated with the rapid
change in coaches weighed heavily on the players. As a result of this uncertainty, players
indicated that they did not expect honesty or leadership from any basketball coach.
As a result of the tenuous circumstances surrounding the boys’ basketball program at
Riverfront High School, there was a significant lack of participation in the program. That lack
of participation reached critical levels throughout my first year. In a sport that requires five
players on the court at one time, an average of only three players appeared at summer practices
during the first summer I was employed. When the first practice arrived in November 2011, the
Riverfront boys’ basketball program had 21 players. Only six of those student-athletes were
upperclassmen. Every other school in our conference finished the season with at least 35
players in their program, and most teams had approximately 60. Riverfront finished the 20112012 season with 13 players. A large reason for this discrepancy in participation was the lack
of organized basketball instruction or programs in Riverfront as children grow up; since there
was no preexisting youth program, I had to start a program in Riverfront for the children in
elementary and middle school to compete against teams from other towns. In the first season I
was head boys’ basketball coach at Riverfront, the inexperienced and young team won one
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game of the 28 they played. In my second season, with freshmen or sophomores at all five
starting positions, the team won three of their 28 games.
With this contextual background framing my experience, I decided to focus on building
effective relationships with my players through nurturing and caring about them as individuals
within and outside the context of sport. While this relationship building was valuable at my
previous high school because I felt it was good practice and morally correct, it was obvious to
me that my ability to foster positive relationships with my players would be essential to
changing the perception of the boys’ basketball program. As a result, I spent time getting to
know them and their families in order to build trust. I drove significant distances (up to six
hours) to watch my players play club sports. I intentionally designed activities that would
involve opportunities to have one-on-one conversations with players and learn about their lives
outside basketball. At the time of the research, each of the team captains participating in the
study had developed varying levels of personal relationship with me; for example, Kobe felt
comfortable praying before games with me, and Kyrie utilized me as his math tutor when he
struggled with concepts. Because these relationships had developed, there was a possibility for
participants’ responses during interviews to be worded in ways to avoid offending me. I believe
this occurred on several occasions, particularly with Damian. But, alternatively, these
relationships might have caused deeper levels of honesty because the players might have felt
more comfortable telling me about their experiences due to the trust that had been developed.
In my third season, the Riverfront boys’ basketball team experienced tremendous
success. Following the two losing seasons, the boys’ basketball team won 23 of their 30 games,
finishing with the second most wins in school history. The team also won the first regional
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championship in boys’ basketball for Riverfront High School since 1986, with no seniors
among the seven players who played the most minutes in games. The town and school began to
rally behind the team as the season came to a close, with the final home game drawing over
1500 spectators. The success led to individual recognition for several of the players, as well as
area coach of the year honors for me. This historical background plays a significant role in the
formation of the relationship between the captains and me at the beginning of the study.
During the season that the study occurred, the Riverfront boys’ basketball team ended
the season with 28 wins and two losses, including a 13-1 record in the conference. We won the
conference championship as well as all three regular season tournaments. The team set the
school record for most wins in one season and was the first team in school history to win 20
games in consecutive seasons. Our season ended in the second playoff game, losing the
regional championship game in an upset to a team that finished with 17 wins and 12 losses.
Kobe, Kyrie, and Damian were named unanimous all-conference and all-area players, and I
was named area coach of the year.
Researcher’s Leadership Development and Mentoring
I began focusing on the value of leadership when I started my career as a basketball
coach. The first head basketball coach I worked for was constantly referring to the leadership of
players on his team, but he rarely defined the concept for the players. As I spent more time in
the profession, I experientially found that teams with what I viewed as more peer leadership
tended to put forth more effort and achieve more than teams with less peer leadership. This
peer leadership I was viewing, without much formal definition, was characterized by certain
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players motivating teammates through words, body language, and work ethic. I enjoyed
coaching teams that appeared to have this leadership. When I began studying curriculum as a
doctoral student in 2010, I learned that certain experts in curriculum believe that explicitly
defining objectives for students and creating the environment for learning these objectives is
one of the most effective ways to foster learning (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), so I thought I
would attempt to follow the same pattern with leadership curriculum.
One of the first ideas I wanted to implement when I took the head coaching job at
Riverfront in 2011 was teaching potential leaders about leadership through a curriculum. I
spent approximately 15 minutes per week for ten weeks with leaders from across a variety of
different sports at Riverfront going over specific aspects of athletic leadership. The general
objective of the curriculum, based on a book by Robert Neuschel (2005), was to inspire
potential leaders to lead by serving others, modeling work ethic, and communicating.
A typical lesson in the leadership class required the potential leaders to read three
sentences related to a specific leadership concept, such as servant leadership. After reading the
sentences, I asked the leaders several athletic application questions for discussion. To conclude
the lesson, the leaders wrote several sentences about the implications of the concept as they
were leading or preparing to lead in athletics.
Part of the feedback I received from athletes, however, was that the information was not
easy to implement practically. They said that while it was beneficial to hear and write about the
information, it required practice for successful implementation. In essence, I was learning that
the process of learning how to change or modify behaviors was very different from the process
of learning how to solve a math equation. Most of the athletes had trouble connecting the
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conceptual understanding of leadership with prior experiences and potential future situations.
As I began to research leadership more deeply, I found that Doh (2003) and Allio (2005) both
indicated that while leadership can be improved, educators should be skeptical of their ability
to create leaders.
Over the next two years, I began to think about my personal behavioral growth
experiences and the circumstances surrounding those experiences. I figured that leadership
development would follow a similar pattern. Often, the antecedent for a change in my patterns
of behavior was my recognition that there is a need for change due to an undesirable response
to some situation. In each instance, I had at least one other person I respected working with me
to either point out the behavior or talk to me about ways to alter the behavior. I used the
mentoring of those other people to discuss my motives and actions, and they provided feedback
that caused me to think about myself in a new way. During this time, I decided that a mentoring
approach would be a more appropriate format to foster leadership development in my captains.
Using the actual situations that my captains encounter, I could ask questions and hopefully
challenge them to think about their behaviors and decisions like my mentors challenged me. I
could also reference my own struggles and successes as a leader, which they see on a daily
basis while I coach the team, to provide examples. The thought that leadership is best learned
as an apprenticeship or through mentorship has begun to permeate the field of athletic
leadership (Bergsma, 2011; Kempster, 2006), but it has yet to have been formally presented
through a study.
It is under this premise that I decided to embark on this study. Obviously, I was looking
for our team to benefit from quality leadership. I was also looking to provide opportunities for
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my captains to develop as leaders for their own sake, but the success of these opportunities for
development are dependent on many factors.
Data Collection
Interviews, observations, and participant journals were the three sources of data
collected for analysis. Interviews and observations are exceptionally common in personcentered ethnographies (Levy, 1973), and each of these sources of data has been utilized in
previous self-studies in educational research (Frick & Riley, 2010; Garbett & Ovens, 2012). In
the following subsections, the procedures for each data collection strategy are described.
Interviews
Interviews were the primary method of data collection for the purposes of
understanding the captains’ perceptions of their confidence in leading others and ability to lead
others. The interviews were conducted to gain understanding from the participants about the
relationship between leadership development and their personal context; according to Seidman
(2006), this makes people’s behavior understandable and meaningful to a qualitative
researcher. Since the primary function of the interviews is to construct narratives explaining the
lived experiences of team captains in a person-centered ethnography, the interviews were
guided by the person-centered interviewing framework, where many questions are open-ended
and the participants are asked questions to be both informants and respondents (Levy & Hollan,
1998). All interviews were recorded with a digital audio recorder and transcribed.
All the captains were interviewed because interviewing four participants is reasonable
for a self-study or case study in an educational setting (Mertens, 2010). Four separate
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interviews, 20 to 40 minutes in length, were conducted with each captain in a classroom at
Riverfront High School. One interview was conducted before the season began in August, and
three were conducted during the regular season—one in November at the beginning of the
season, one in January, and one in March after the season concluded. The approximate length
for the interviews was designed to avoid placing undue pressure on a busy high school student
while still gaining insight into their leadership development process (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2009). Interviews were conducted to specifically gain insights from the team captains into their
leadership development. Interview questions were constructed to obtain information about the
participants’ experiences with their peers (see Appendix G). Some of the questions were piloted
with other athletes who are in leadership positions in order to refine the interview protocol
before implementing it for my players in the self-study. It is also important to ask questions
concerning specific events in addition to general questions (Weiss, 1994), so interviews also
included questions designed to elicit responses from captains related to events that pertained to
their leadership development.
Observations
Observing participants in their natural setting is an alternate strategy to discover themes
(Merriam, 2009). In this particular case, I was able to observe the captains as they interacted
with their teammates at practices. As a result, I was able to observe the captains and document
leadership skills and behaviors that the captains utilized; in essence, I had the opportunity to
experience and interpret the leadership development as it occurred.
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The observational data that was collected during practices was used to inform future
interview questions, in addition to the previously established interview protocol. Using
observational data as a way to inform interview questions is an acceptable way of using data to
collect more substantial data in qualitative research (Merriam, 2009). In this study, where the
participants are constantly interacting, it was beneficial to use experiences that the participants
and I shared to gather information from interviews. Within the realm of person-centered
ethnographic studies, one of the benefits of interacting with participants outside the interview is
the ability to observe “the consonances, conflicts, and transformations of behavior and
discourse” that occur within their natural settings (Levy & Hollan, 1998, p. 359). This
observation provided a platform for informing future interviews to even gather more relevant
information for portraying the lived experiences of the captains.
One of the primary benefits of a self-study, the other aspect of the research design of
this study, is that I was able to reflect on my personal involvement during the season as a
mentor. I was consistently involved in practices and games. My opinions on the leadership
development of the boys’ basketball team captains were written as analytical field notes. I kept
my field notes journal at practices and wrote descriptive comments during water breaks if
something significantly notable occurred. I wrote field notes at least four times per week, and
field notes were often written daily. Field notes were often written in shorthand style and
frequently were used to inform my journal writings. At the conclusion of the study, there were
30 pages of field notes. These field notes comprised a majority of my observational data.
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Participant Journals
Because the study encompassed an extended period of time with busy participants and I
was employed as a full-time teacher and coach, it was desirable to have more frequent and
varied data collection than solely relying on observations, where note taking is difficult, and
isolated interviews. As a result, all participants, including the captains and me, kept a journal
about their leadership development experiences. It was expected that each participant would
write a minimum of one journal entry per week during the regular season. The participants
were offered time to write in their journals during the weekly captain meetings that occur
during the basketball season. The purpose for providing time during the captain meetings was
to ensure that the captains had an opportunity to write. The prompt for the journal that each
participant was provided offered writing suggestions in case a participant was unsure as to what
to write (see Appendix H). This journal provided more focused and timely data from each
participant than the in-depth, yet sporadic, interviews. Soliciting personal documents provided
a focus for data collection and encouraged the participants to write about the topic of interest
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).
Mertens (2010) advocates that documents, such as journals, offer balance to data in
qualitative research. Additionally, the journals offered the participants an opportunity to
express their leadership development experiences, particularly their views on the mentoring
relationship with me, without me audibly hearing their responses. Since I did not collect these
documents until after the season was completed, the potential for response bias in the
documents might have been reduced compared to interviews conducted during the period when
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I was acting as their basketball coach. The journals gave me more data to substantiate the
themes that emerged from other methods of data collection (Merriam, 2009).
Each captain wrote 15 journal entries, with entries ranging from one sentence to two
paragraphs in length. The approximate combined length of the captains’ journal entries—if
shorter entries were combined to remove blank space—was 25 pages. I wrote 16 journal
entries, each ranging from three-fourths of a page to two pages in length. The total length of my
journal entries was 19 pages.
Data Analysis
In order to effectively collect qualitative data in a trustworthy manner, I utilized
triangulation (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003) by collecting data using various methods. The protocols
for analyzing the data are articulated in the following subsections. First, the transcription
procedures for interviews are described. Then, the analysis procedures for interviews,
observations, and journals are discussed in detail. Finally, the credibility procedures are
explained.
Transcription Procedures
Interviews were recorded on a high-quality digital audio recorder (Seidman, 2006) that
was checked prior to each use for clarity and effectiveness (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). After
conducting the interviews, a professional typist listened to the audio file and transcribed the
interview as literally as possible; no editing attempts (including grammar or syntax) were made
other than to insert pseudonyms whenever the name of a person or location was spoken in order
to maintain as much accuracy as possible while maintaining confidentiality. To improve clarity
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for the reader, however, placeholder words such as “like” or “um” were removed when
reporting findings.
Analysis Procedures
The analysis process for each of the three forms of data—interviews, observations, and
journals—was identical. The purpose of the analysis was to construct a narrative detailing the
lived experiences of the participants in the study, utilizing connecting (contextual) and
categorizing (similarity-based) strategies (Maxwell, 2012). The connecting strategies included
narrative analysis, including reducing data for each participant to elements that fit a storyline
(Seidman, 2006). The categorizing strategy was coding, where a researcher creates an
organizational system to aid in the process of determining the meaning of data (Creswell,
2009). Coding is considered essential in qualitative data analysis and is widely accepted
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Shank, 2006).
First, I organized the forms of data, separated by participant, in a chronological format.
Each of the participants’ data was analyzed for the main themes that emerged from start to
finish and a profile for each participant was created (Seidman, 2006). These profiles were taken
by looking at the interview, journal, and observational data from my perspective and the
perspective of the participant. The content of much of this analysis was based on the types of
stories and the word choices, such as metaphors, that participants used (Coffey & Atkinson,
1996). Much of the analysis came from finding common themes among what a participant
talked about, as well as finding common themes among what a participant did not talk about
(Levy & Hollan, 1998).
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I then coded the data, looking for themes across participants. The purpose was to
identify concepts and determine emerging themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Data was coded
and categorized based solely on what the data presented to me. Maxwell (2012) classifies this
type of coding as a categorizing strategy, looking “for similarities and differences” (p. 119) in
data. This process concluded when all the data had been analyzed and recurring themes were
identified and placed into categories. The themes identified in the coding stage were linked to
each other to determine broader and more comprehensive categories. Coding the data across
participants served to increase my understanding of the data and provided a richer narrative
because it reformulated preconceived contextual frameworks and enhanced the contextual
relationships that are found through narrative analysis (Maxwell, 2012). Finally, I constructed a
narrative of the lived experiences of each of the participants along with a summary of the
interconnection of the broad axial categories (Creswell, 2009; Maxwell, 2012).
Credibility Procedures
It is important that a qualitative researcher employ credibility checks and procedures to
ensure that data collection and analysis represents the lived experiences of the participants as
much as possible (Creswell, 2009). As described earlier, the data was triangulated. Studies
utilizing triangulation of data collection methods limits the weaknesses inherent in each method
and utilizes the overlapping strengths of the methods (Patton, 2002). For example, in this study,
participant journals provided a different viewpoint than interviews and observations because I
was not directly involved in the data collection process for the captains’ journals (Merriam,
2009). Also, I clearly indicated the role I had in the study and the ongoing relationships that I





developed with all the participants. Clarifying my experience is essential for understanding the
findings and data analysis in a qualitative self-study.
In addition, I allowed member checking of all qualitative data collected through
interviews and observations. Any major themes discovered during interviews and events from
observations were presented to the participants at the end of the study; the participants did not
dispute any themes. The findings, following data analysis, were also presented to the team
captains for insight and to check for perceived accuracy of the findings (Merriam, 2009). Each
captain was presented the opportunity to read the sections of the dissertation pertaining to his
story. TJ and Kobe chose to read the sections about them. Kobe confirmed the story of his
narrative to be an accurate portrayal of the events of the season. The only dispute came from
TJ, where something he said in an interview was contrary to what I had written in my field
notes; after discussion, we agreed that the field notes more accurately portrayed the event. In
fact, TJ noted that reading the findings was both a good time for reflection and helped to
motivate him. Each of these member checking procedures ensured a level of trustworthiness
(Creswell, 2009).
Finally, a peer review of the data occurred after the conclusion of the transcription and
data analysis. Interview transcripts, field notes, and journal entries were provided to a peer
examiner who previously completed a doctorate and produced a dissertation that involved
qualitative research. The examiner provided feedback on the findings, themes, and coding; this
was an attempt to ensure that the themes I find in the data are accurate and credible (Creswell,
2009; Merriam, 2009). The examiner read the data first and then looked at the themes I
provided him. He confirmed the themes that I found and mentioned several observations he
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made about the participants’ level of analysis, including his belief that the participant journals
provided great insight into the captains’ interpretation of events.
Limitations
A limitation of the study, as with all case studies and self-studies, was the very small
population. As such, the findings of this study may not be generalizable to other populations
(Mertens, 2010). This study was limited to the team captains and did not include other informal
leaders on the team; as a result, the study cannot report on all aspects of peer leadership on the
Riverfront boys’ basketball team. Additionally, because I was the coach involved in the study,
the possibility for response bias among my players during interviews and journal writings was
possible. Finally, because the study was qualitative, my background influenced all of the data
collection and analysis; even with reliable data collection and relevant findings, a different
researcher might produce different findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).
Conclusion
This study was designed to collect data from the varsity basketball team at one rural
high school in Illinois to gain understanding about team captain leadership development. Data
was collected through interviews, observations, and participant journals. After the collection of
data, I analyzed the data using a three-step coding process. The data was also made available
for member checking and cross-checking. In the following chapter, I will present the findings
from the data analysis.

CHAPTER 4
KYRIE’S STORY: CONSISTENTLY AN EXAMPLE
The four captains and I, as the formal leaders of the Riverfront boys’ basketball team,
looked to lead the team in what we viewed as the most effective manner based on
circumstances, abilities, situations, and personnel. While we would often meet and discuss
leadership and team issues, each participant in the study had his own view of leadership and
used his own perception of his personal abilities to lead the team in the way he thought would
best enhance the team’s chances for success. The interactions between the captains, as well as
the relationships I had with the captains, were relevant in shaping the way that each person led;
this, however, is part of each individual’s story.
I provide a chapter telling the leadership story of each captain. I have structured the
stories of the four captains in a similar way. I start by summarizing each individual’s personal
beliefs from the first and second interviews, as well as the first journal entry, in the initial
paragraphs. The purpose of this summary is to provide background foundational to
understanding each captain’s perceptions of himself, leadership as a concept, and his belief in
leadership. These general statements are intended to provide clarity for the narrative that
follows. Then, the season narrative is structured to document the season thematically, aiming to
connect things that occurred with writings and comments found in the participant journals,
interviews, and field notes. The intent of this narrative structure is to provide insight into
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each participant’s views concerning himself, his leadership, and his relationship with other
leaders as the season progressed. It also attempts to integrate my beliefs of how each captain
led throughout the season, and I attempt to analyze the captain’s leadership development beliefs
contrasted with my perceptions of his behavior.
This chapter focuses on the story of Kyrie. Beginning with Kyrie’s understanding of
leadership, his story centered on his growth as an exemplar of leadership while he learned to
develop an effective leadership voice.
Kyrie’s Views on Leadership
Kyrie’s views on leadership are focused on voice, energy, relationships, and setting an
example. While he believes an athletic leader has to be a good player, because “if I’m not good
at what I do and I try showing other people how to do it, then it’s just—it’s not right”
(Interview 2, November 5, 2014), this appears to be a prerequisite skill to Kyrie as opposed to
the four main concepts he focused on. In fact, he emphasized that players will not listen to
anyone who cannot effectively play the sport. He said, “If I suck and I try to talk—tell
everybody else what to do—it won’t work ‘cause they’ll be like, ‘Well, you suck, so I won’t
listen to you’” (Interview 2). Based on Kyrie’s perception of his own abilities based on “good”
and “bad” seasons, it appears that Kyrie began feeling comfortable as a player on the varsity
team sometime after the conclusion of his sophomore season. Also, based on his belief that
athletic leadership requires athletic prowess, it is not surprising that he mentioned his first real
experience as a leader in athletics was in the middle of his junior basketball season (Interview
1, August 24, 2014).
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Kyrie’s first main concept of leadership concerns the use of voice during practices and
games. Kyrie indicated that he had to “step up and start saying stuff” in practice (Interview 1,
August 24, 2014). Kyrie indicated that he had to get outside his comfort zone as a leader, which
he defined as talking at practice. He said, “Sometimes I don’t talk because I like my comfort
zone… but as soon as I start talking I feel like I’m getting out of my comfort zone.” He
expanded on his challenge to use his voice as a leader consistently at practices:
Sometimes I feel like I can just say some stuff and I feel good about saying it… Some
days I just feel like I can say anything, I don’t care whatever anybody else says. I just
feel like I can say a lot of stuff. Then some days I just don’t feel like I—I think it’s
weird if I say this, even if I just said it the other day… I don’t know, it depends on how
I feel, I guess. (Interview 1)
Since the use of voice is a major part of Kyrie’s view on leadership, it makes sense that it
appeared repeatedly in his preseason thoughts. He described his ability to lead at fall open
gyms entirely in terms of his communication to teammates during shooting times and
scrimmages. He said, “I feel like I’ve gained a lot of confidence. Like when I talk and stuff. I’m
out of my comfort zone, kinda. I’m trying to get better at that” (Interview 2, November 5,
2014). He elaborated on his ability to communicate during basketball activities when asked
about differences in his leadership early in the season:
Over the summer I really don’t say nothing, I would say something, I’d say it low… But
now I actually just say it to them and talk to them and tell them, “Good job on that,” or
be like, “good defense, next time…” … It’s just better than what it was before.
(Interview 2, November 5, 2014)
Likewise, one of the two items he mentioned as being most important for him as a leader
during the season in his initial journal entry was, “…that I speak up more during practice so
that I make it a habbit [sic] during the games” (Participant Journal, November 11, 2014). Kyrie
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felt that his ability to use his voice is critical for leadership in general and was crucial for his
ability to lead specifically.
Another primary leadership concept Kyrie emphasized was the ability to provide energy
to the team. Kyrie wrote that his second priority as a leader for the team to have a successful
season was to “bring more energy to the team when we’re having a bad day or its [sic] like an
early morning practice and no one really feels like doing anything” (Participant Journal,
November 11, 2014). He echoed this sentiment when discussing what he believed he would
have difficulty with in the upcoming season:
The days we have … the early morning practices. I know everybody’s all tired and
stuff. Trying to get everybody energized and try to get them ready to go and stuff. And
on the days I don’t feel like doing it, but I gotta say something somehow. Even if
they’re not in the best mood. (Interview 2, November 5, 2014)
One reason why Kyrie believed that bringing energy to practice would be important was that it
would enable players to be more cohesive and follow leadership, particularly during times such
as morning practice when players tend to lack focus and excitement. He said, “if I bring energy,
maybe they’d follow and think it’s fun” (Interview 2, November 5, 2014). He provided an
example from another captain that helped him understand the importance of energy:
When TJ starts to—like he does something every once in a while in open gym, he’ll
start yelling, “Oh, yeah,” like doing that. And other people start doing it and everybody
wants to start doing it when they score and it just makes it fun, I guess.
The third leadership concept Kyrie repeatedly referenced was relationship. While Kyrie
mentioned that one of the fundamental reasons he enjoyed athletics was building relationships
and spending time with friends, he also made reference to focusing on relationship building for
the specific purpose of gaining credibility as a leader. He said that his experience as a leader
during his junior season was centered around “talking more on the court” and “being around
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my teammates more” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). He perceived the entirety of his ability to
lead the team when he began leading as a junior was by using his voice and building
relationships. This caused him to want to improve in those areas. He continued,
Not just doing basketball, but out of school. Out of basketball time. Hanging out with
them more, getting to know them better… They’re my friends… If you’re gonna play
on the same team with them you gotta know what they like to do, what they don’t like
to do, what’s their weakness, what’s their strengths.
By November, Kyrie felt that he had developed that type of off-court relationship with
everyone on the varsity roster, and he believed that it was necessary to communicate outside of
practice time to be a good leader (Interview 2, November 5, 2014). Kyrie said that the
communication that was required was essentially being friends with his teammates; “Just [talk
about] anything. Just like get to know each other and stuff. Just be around and talking to them,
kind like me, Damian, Kobe—like that” (Interview 2)
Finally, Kyrie repeatedly commented on the value of setting an example as a leader. He
indicated that one of his goals as a leader for the upcoming season was to be a good example.
He said, “Basically I gotta do the right thing if I want them to follow and do the right thing,
too” (Interview 2, November 5, 2014). This concept for Kyrie encompassed both on- and offcourt behavior. Kyrie asked me to hold him accountable “to do the right thing” when I asked if
there was anything I could do to help him lead (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). This was
important to him because if he wanted to be a good example, he said, “I can’t do stupid stuff
‘cause then I wouldn’t be being a leader. And … that wouldn’t be a good choice to make if
you’re a leader” (Interview 2, November 5, 2014). Most often, Kyrie referred to these choices
as they related to moral decision. But, occasionally these choices were related to dedication and
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work ethic. Kyrie indicated that his work ethic outside of organized practice time was the
leadership area that had improved most since his junior season:
My freshman and sophomore year I wasn’t putting in as much time. I cared about
basketball but I didn’t care as much to get in a gym and shoot all the time. But now I
care a lot more to get in a gym and work harder and actually try to lift and get better at
the stuff I do. Like then I didn’t care, it was like I’ll just get better as I go, whatever
happens, happens. But now I understand you actually have to put in the work and time
to get better. (Interview 1, August 24, 2014).
Essentially, for the first time since I had known him, Kyrie connected intentional effort and
decision making when it came to leading others to work harder.
In summary, Kyrie focused on four main concepts when discussing leadership in his
preliminary journal entry and interviews: voice, energy, relationships, and setting an example.
Kyrie’s Season Narrative
Three themes emerged from analyzing Kyrie’s season of leadership. First, Kyrie rarely
left his comfort zone and spoke mostly in individual conversations. Second, Kyrie generally set
a good example for his peers to follow. Third, personal relationships—including his mentoring
relationship with me—and his perception of his playing ability influenced his leadership.
Comfort Zone and Voice in Individual Conversations
For most of the season, Kyrie remained in his comfort zone. He spoke mostly in
individual conversations or during skill development. This was particularly true over the course
of the first two weeks of practice. Though he said before the season started that he had “gained
a lot of confidence” when he talks, he rarely said much outside of simple phrases in isolated
skill development drills. In the first interview (August 24, 2014), Kyrie described his area of
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strength as exactly that. He mentioned his communication in skill development by saying, “I’m
like, ‘Good job, Brother. Good shot.’ … ‘Next time, go off two feet,’ or something like that.
… I feel good like talking like that.” He wanted to improve at communicating in other contexts
and with more conviction, including “talking more out loud” and “calling people out more, not
in a bad way but, letting them know.” He mentioned a desire to be “putting people in their right
places, the right spots and stuff, like on the floor and off the court, too” (Interview 2, November
5, 2014).
I also noted how Kyrie, along with the other captains, “were excellent in screen
shooting drill [with] effort and verbal communication to group members” (Field Note,
November 17, 2014). In general, I thought Kyrie did a great job of communicating skill-related
concepts throughout the season. When I asked him why he made mention of several instances
of these comments in his journal, he responded that he remembered those moments because he
“felt like it was the right time to say something” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
In the first two weeks of practice, though, Kyrie only made four appearances by name
in my field notes, each of which was related to lack of assertiveness in communication. For
example, I thought that putting Kyrie and Damian together in a particular drill was too quiet
when paired with another player who typically needed motivation to work hard (Field Note,
November 11, 2014). The final field note from the first two weeks of practice summarizes my
thoughts on Kyrie’s communication: “Kyrie [is] better [than he was before] but not great yet.
He says clichés like ‘high hands, Kobe’ but little else” (November 22, 2014). Kyrie would use
his voice in specific situations that he mentioned were comfortable, but rarely strayed outside
his comfort zone. Not only did I notice this, but Kyrie wrote that he regretted a time on the first
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Saturday practice when he could have asserted himself as a leader with his voice and energy
more effectively. He wrote, “When we had the 3 on 3 tournament and the gym was quiet with
no energy in it that was a time I should have said something” (Participant Journal, November
17, 2014).
This continued into the early portion of the season after games started to be played. The
specific instances where Kyrie would communicate with teammates at practice were during
drills that isolate specific skills. He felt comfortable providing teammates with reminders to
perform skills in the technically correct way, and often these moments would stand out to him
enough to write about them in his weekly journaling time. He wrote, “During drive and kick
shooting when Will drove baseline and he landed pretty loud on his jumpstop and I gave him a
reminder 2 [sic] land softer and quieter next time” (Participant Journal, December 10, 2014).
He also mentioned reminding Damian to “close out with 2 hands high” when he did not
(Participant Journal, January 8, 2015). When I asked him about what he felt he was succeeding
at in leadership, he said, “Talking to people. One-on-one situations, like that” (Interview 3,
January 4, 2015).
He also continued to use his voice in a similar manner throughout the season. He did
not speak up again in any post-practice or post-game group setting after the middle of the
season. He also noted that we had two consecutive “crappy” practices in mid-January following
a tournament, and “that was one of the times that we really needed my leadership the most and
I should have stepped up at that time” (Participant Journal, January 22, 2015). Essentially, he
was still struggling with the same assertiveness as he was in November. I wrote a general
comment on February 5 that summarizes my thoughts on his use of voice:
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Kyrie has not really increased in his vocal leadership since the start of the year. It is
basically the same all year—he gives some reminders in shooting drills but that is it. I
have not worked much with him on it. (Field Note)
There were rare times when he used his voice in other ways that were outside his
comfort zone and showed some growth. I noted two in particular that I thought were significant
and showed development as a leader. After practice, he “said things about communication
during the post-practice team talk” (Field Note, December 8, 2014) that were good and
challenging to the team. Also, after the game on January 5, 2015, Kyrie made some comments
about skill issues we needed to address as a team that I thought were beneficial. I wrote, “It is
always good when Kyrie says things. Sometimes he stays quiet. Today he seemed ready to
verbally contribute.” These types of comments showed significant difference from the previous
season, but were still atypical for Kyrie. In general, Kyrie’s voice was similar to what he felt
comfortable with, and his ability to bring energy to situations did not change over the first
several months of the season.
Though I felt that Kyrie communicated much more than he did in prior seasons, I did
not believe that he made much progress as a communicator throughout the course of the season.
I wondered why Kyrie seemed content remaining in his initial state as a vocal leader when it
was a primary point of emphasis for him at the beginning of the season. As I will describe later,
part of this was likely due to my ineffectiveness as his mentor. However, two other reasons
likely contributed to his stagnant development in using his voice and stretching his comfort
zone. The first is exemplified by a story Kyrie reflected on concerning several conversations he
had with Rayjon:
In a game, this is what happened. He missed a free throw or something, I was like,
“Alright, Rayjon. If you miss this free throw, I’m telling your parents no Black Ops for
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a week.” And then he swished it. So I don’t know—but every time I say that, he
always makes his free throw. … But he just like changes what he does, I guess.
During closeout shooting, I was like, “Rayjon, if you don’t close out good I’m gonna go
past ya and make you look bad.” And he closed out high hands and everything. I was
like, “See, that was better.” (Interview 3, January 4, 2015)
This interaction between Kyrie and Rayjon allowed me to understand the primary way in which
Kyrie felt like he could effectively led the team with his voice. Since Kyrie felt Kobe was an
enforcer-type of leader (Interview 2, November 5, 2014), Kyrie tried to have one-on-one
conversations with people.
Another reason that Kyrie did not grow as a vocal leader was his perception of his use
of voice. In Kyrie’s postseason interview, he felt that he spoke more often to his teammates in a
manner to challenge them to become better players.
During the drills and stuff I’d talk more than I did at the beginning [of the year]. … At
the beginning when [the sophomores] weren’t doing anything right, I wouldn’t say
anything but towards the end of the season I started getting on them more. … Tell them
to focus more, when we were free throw shooting and stuff tell them to actually focus
on the free throws. … Tell them go hard all the time even if I take the ball from them or
stuff like that. Just keep pushing themselves.
He also mentioned the importance of communicating more when Kobe was not participating in
practice. He said, “I know I had to step up. And basically be him and talk more then, when he’s
out. Or days when he didn’t feel good or something I feel like I had to step up more.”
Level and type of communication marked the largest disparity between my observations
and Kyrie’s personal views on his ability to lead. Kyrie believed he grew more as a vocal leader
than I observed, and I believe that disparity is profoundly due to my lack of communication
with Kyrie about his leadership voice. Regarding the use of voice, Kyrie said, “That was one of
the things I focused on mostly” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015). He also credited that focus due
to the amount of times we talked about communication at practice and the number of times he
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wrote about his communication. I could tell he was making communication a priority, but I did
not think he was stepping outside his comfort zone to challenge others to do as well as they
could in competitive situations like he believed he was. While he possibly could have been
doing this communication in more isolated one-on-one settings, I did not witness these
behaviors. However, despite that, I did not make one mention of a time when I communicated
this clearly in a one-on-one setting to Kyrie. As a result, the disparity between our views
existed throughout the season.
Effectively Leading by Example
Kyrie made significant strides in terms of leading by example at practice from previous
years, and verified the emphasis he placed on it in his preseason interviews with his
performance in practice. I made several notes concerning Kyrie setting an example by
performing solid leadership behaviors, including the following:
Kyrie is someone that I am starting to take for granted. He is talking way more than any
other year but still not quite to Kobe or TJ’s level. But, he is so consistent in his work
ethic I rarely think about it. (Field Note, January 2, 2015)
I also saw Kyrie giving great eye contact (Field Note, December 23, 2014) and noted his
“[growth] as a ‘do what’s right’ leader” (Field Note, December 10, 2014). Kyrie was
exceptionally consistent as an example for his peers. He believed this was particularly
important with the underclassmen; he indicated that being a good example and “tell[ing] them
when they’re doing something wrong” is how he led the sophomores who were practicing with
the varsity, as well (Interview 3, January 4, 2015).
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As the season progressed, Kyrie continued to go along a similar path with his ability to
lead by example. He remained fairly solid and consistent in his work ethic in most situations;
occasionally I made notes about his lack of focus several times at practice in my field notes
over the last two months of the season, but every time except one he fixed his effort and was
willing to lead by example after I challenged him. Another challenge to Kyrie’s ability to lead
was any type of physical ailment; I wrote that since he was struggling with soreness in his legs,
“his leadership—talk, etc.—tends to suffer and he also doesn’t seem to play as hard” (January
31, 2015). Finally, there were days when Kyrie did not push himself to work hard on defense at
practice:
Kyrie is still very inconsistent in his defensive effort. Trying to convince him that his
defensive closeouts and guarding the ball influences him at games and his teammates is
not easy. I probably should have or need to spend more time one-on-one with him to
make him think. (Field Note, February 12, 2015)
Consistently, however, Kyrie provided a great example to his teammates by competing hard,
especially on offense, and by exuding composure. After we played in a four game tournament
over a weekend, for example, I wrote that “Kyrie impresses me during games, especially today,
for just being solid and a calming force” (Field Note, January 19, 2015).
One area that Kyrie believed he struggled setting an example was providing energy,
which was a focus in his preseason journal entry (November 11, 2014). The first moment that
came to his mind when asked about his worst moments as a leader during the season was one
word: “Saturdays” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015). He stated that his ability to bring energy,
especially during early morning practices, was not to the level that he wanted it to be. He stated
that he “didn’t think” of his goal to bring energy very often, and he appeared disappointed in
himself when I referenced it in his postseason interview. I noted this during the season, as well;
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for example, I noted that Kyrie provided no positive energy during two consecutive morning
practices before the Christmas tournament (Field Notes, December 23 and 24, 2014). In his
third interview (January 4, 2015), he indicated that brought more energy during the first half of
the season than he had in prior years, but that sentiment must have changed by the end of the
season.
Kyrie exclusively mentioned setting an example when defining his leadership at the
conclusion of the season by saying, “To do the right thing. To be a good example” (Interview 4,
March 13, 2015). Based on his focus on being a positive example, it was understandable that he
would understand his leadership experience as a senior to have been positive. He implicitly
believed he typically set a good example with work ethic and behavior based on his remaining
responses to questions concerning leadership, and I concurred throughout the season.
Influence of Relationship and Playing Ability on Leadership
One area of leadership that Kyrie felt was particularly strong was his ability to build
relationships and the subsequent impact that had on communication in practices and games. He
said, “I didn’t really hang out with the entire team like as much as I do this year, so it got me
closer with them, I guess”(Interview 3, January 4, 2015). One example that Kyrie pointed to
early in the season was his improved his relationship with TJ. He said that “it has a great
amount of affect [sic] on the team becuse [sic] we socialize alot [sic] more than we did last year
and it helps the team chemistry out alot [sic]” (Participant Journal, November 25, 2014). When
reflecting on his relationship with TJ after the season, Kyrie expanded on the importance of that
relationship:
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He one of my best friends, too. He’s on the team, too so—I wanted us to—we gonna be
like brothers together, we gotta have a good chemistry together on the court, off the
court, so everything would go good, I guess. So it’d make it easier on me and it’d make
it easier on him. (Interview 4, March 13, 2015)
The ease that Kyrie mentioned resulting from relationships allowed for Kyrie to better
communicate with his peers within his comfort zone. For example, as referenced earlier, Kyrie
believed his relationship with Rayjon led to more effective personal communication.
Assessing his ability to lead throughout the season, Kyrie focused on relationships and
indicated that he had a successful year because, “I got along with all my teammates. And I
liked everyone” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015). It was interesting that Kyrie decided to base his
decision on the success or failure of his season as a leader on his ability to coexist and have
positive interactions with his teammates. But, as noted earlier in his preseason interview and his
season narrative, Kyrie often focused on relationships and enjoys many of the relational aspects
of playing sports in order to spend time with friends. He echoed this sentiment by writing only
one sentence in his journal that encompassed an entire entry: “I love my team” (February 8,
2015).
One final aspect of Kyrie’s concept of leadership and his confidence in his ability to
lead relates to the status of relationships and playing ability. Because Kyrie valued the
relationship I had with him and he valued being perceived as a skilled player, the moment I
used a strong voice to show my displeasure concerning a basketball-related play caused Kyrie
to lose confidence in his ability to portray leadership. Despite Kyrie defying specific
instructions from me, it hurt his pride and his sense of confidence; as a result, there was a
temporary withdrawal from his typical leadership behaviors. He mentioned the value
relationships play in his ability to lead at the end of the season when he said his worst
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leadership days were days “when like I had a headache or I just didn’t feel like doing anything
or it was like, like something bad happened during school so I was just like, angry all day”
(Interview 4, March 13, 2015). In essence, a negative experience with a friend in the morning
could impact his ability to lead the basketball team the rest of the day.
These relationships included his relationship with me as his mentor and coach. Earlier, I
referenced a comment I wrote where I did not feel that I worked much with Kyrie on the use of
his voice (Field Note, February 5, 2015). This was a relevant theme when discussing Kyrie’s
leadership development throughout the course of the season. Of the four captains, Kyrie and I
communicated outside of practice the least amount by a wide margin. I rarely spent time talking
with Kyrie about either areas of strength, areas that needed improvement, or team issues that he
could help resolve. Kyrie and I had a strong relationship and we liked each other very much,
but it was not a relationship that was based on constant communication. I spent more time
communicating with other captains because I felt their influence over other people, either due
to their energy or more obvious communication strategies, had a more direct effect on team
performance. As a result, Kyrie kept doing similar things well and did not improve as much on
what he wanted to work on. In fact, before the season started, he said, “I like when people tell
me I’m doing it wrong so I don’t do it anymore” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014).
There were several moments when Kyrie and I had obvious communication issues
during the season. Most often, they related to how Kyrie perceived himself as a player. One
particular moment came during a home game where we were winning by approximately 20
points with less than four minutes remaining. I told the team to only take an uncontested layup
in a timeout, and Kyrie shot a three-pointer immediately after returning to play. I took him out
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of the game, and I yelled at him about his choice of shot as he sat down. He believed that his
shot was appropriate despite my instructions. He said that, “when I shot a wide open shot and
you screamed at me for it,” my actions were detrimental to his ability to lead the team
(Participant Journal, January 31, 2015). He explained later, “I don’t know, I was just mad
afterward, so like—I don’t know if it affected that much. It just did at the moment it did. Other
than that it didn’t really” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
Conclusion
When Kyrie summarized his views on leadership, he focused on voice, energy,
relationships, and setting an example. As his season unfolded, he was ultimately successful as a
leader by setting an example for his teammates with his work ethic and by building solid
relationships with his teammates for the purpose of using his voice to enhance our team
chemistry in individual settings during on- and off-court situations. Based on his actions and
comments, he viewed these two areas as his primary leadership roles. Though Kyrie believed
he improved as a vocal leader in directing others publicly, as well, I did not see the same
progress in Kyrie’s ability to use his voice in more public ways. Another aspect of Kyrie’s
ability to lead was related to his perception of how he and others perceived his playing ability;
since Kyrie believed that playing ability was a prerequisite skill for athletic leadership, his
leadership self-efficacy was adversely affected by any supposed challenge to his basketball
skill by people that he valued. In general, however, Kyrie demonstrated significant positive
leadership growth in several characteristics throughout the season.

CHAPTER 5
DAMIAN’S STORY: LEADERSHIP DIVIDED

This chapter focuses on the leadership story of Damian. Central to Damian’s story is his
foundational understanding of leadership as communication and work ethic, but his inability to
connect the two concepts. This conceptual understanding permeated his behaviors and
development as a leader.
Damian’s Views on Leadership
Damian views leadership in two compartmentalized ways. The concepts Damian
focused on were leading by example and the use of voice. Each of those concepts were distinct
to Damian, and he struggled combining the concepts when prompted.
Damian consistently defined athletic leadership as modeling behaviors in an engaging
way for peers to follow when he was asked to speak of leadership in abstract terms. He said
that being an athletic leader is to be “somebody that people look up to and want to model their
work ethic and their game around… having good work ethic and letting people see you do that
and not really talking about it too much” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). Damian continually
reiterated his belief that athletic leadership almost exclusively meant leading by example in a
way that causes engagement. For instance, Damian discussed being an athletic leader by
saying,
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It means that like the rest of my team trusts me and you can—well, you gotta lead by
example and show them what the right thing to do is for your team. What their goal is.
You gotta show them how to work for that, work towards that. And you gotta be able to
lift everybody up when things aren’t going very good. (Interview 3, January 3, 2015)
While Damian also indicated moral support during tough times, the primary focus of his
comments was again on leading by example. Since his initial definition included getting others
to model both “their work ethic and their [basketball] game around what you do” (Interview 1,
August 24, 2014), it would be reasonable to assume that Damian’s views when defining
leadership almost exclusively involved working hard and being a good player, and getting
others to follow his lead in some way. As a result, Damian’s indication that his most important
leadership responsibilities for the team to succeed were to “produce more efficiently” and “be
more aggressive as a leader” fulfill his conception that playing the game of basketball
effectively is a vital component of leadership (Participant Journal, November 9, 2014).
Interestingly, Damian’s conceptual understanding of leadership when thinking in
practical terms was vastly different than his verbal responses to questions designed for him to
define the meaning of leadership. Damian indicated the power of voice on leadership in nearly
every journal entry throughout the course of the season and almost every other question in
interviews concerning a leadership topic. He indicated that his best leadership attribute was
“picking people up” and “trying to calm down people that are heated, or heated situations or
stuff like that” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). Also, his perception of an area of leadership for
potential growth was using voice to enact behavior change in people in a more effective and
likeable way:
Maybe just trying to talk to people and tell them what they did wrong better. Trying to
help them out that way instead of not talking to them [until] they do something wrong
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… Trying to get the whole team to do something that we need to do better … instead of
just one person.
Damian continued expounding about his use of voice in practical situations. Damian
provided an example of how he uses his voice to motivate and encourage his teammates when
he was asked about an experience he had as a leader:
Especially in Tri City Stars, [coach] Hugh, he really gets on our whole team. He cusses
us out and stuff like that, and everybody gets super angry at him and sometimes even
kids will say they want to quit the team. I try to just make it better for them and just be
like, you know, “He’s just trying to get you better,” and all that stuff … [I] try to keep
them from doing dumb stuff and making dumb plays … when he does something like
that just to help them do what he says and not let his words affect them. (Interview 1,
August 24, 2014)
Damian indicated his belief in the importance of voice by continuing to exclusively speak of
how he communicated with his teammates and not mentioning leading by example:
On [my high school] team … I don’t yell at people as much as like two of our leaders
do. I’m … [the] third most vocal person to give criticism. Then on the other team I’m
probably the third again, to be like the most like leading the team the best … [In] trying
to pick my team up, I’m probably one of the best on both teams. But like being able to
call people out like that, I don’t really like do that, so I like, just pick people up more on
both teams. (Interview 1)
He indicated that using voice in leadership was a relatively new skill for him, something
he started to do between his sophomore and junior seasons (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). He
started to do this when Hugh, his Tri City Stars coach, and I challenged him to increase his
leadership role. Additionally, as seen in his examples concerning the use of voice in leadership,
his perception of voice was often separated into categories of encouragement and criticism
when describing the actions of other captains and me. The most common vocabulary phrases
Damian used throughout the season for encouraging people were variations on “picking people
up” and “help them out,” while he used variations on “criticism,” “yelling,” and “cussing out”
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to describe discouragement. Damian often referred to himself as an encourager but never
described his personal voice in discouraging terms; a third category for Damian to describe his
actions—a category he used very sparingly for other leaders—was associated with softer
vocabulary such as “challenging” others or “being direct” with them.
I noticed the apparent disconnect between Damian’s dueling conceptualizations of
leadership as modeling and setting an example compared with his focus on the use of voice in
any practical setting when I observed that his goal to get more vocal had nothing to do with his
perception of athletic leadership being based on his example. He did not want to expand his
definition of athletic leadership, and explained why none of his explanations of athletic
leadership involved his voice:
I think I need to work on being more vocal but maybe just for our team, it probably
wouldn’t be as important as just leading by example this year. For me, at least. … once
everybody else leaves it’s going to be hard to get better over just one offseason so I
need to start now and just have everybody know what you need to do to get better.
(Interview 2, November 6, 2014)
I believe that Damian’s conception of what leadership means—leading by example—was
focused on what he believed was his area of competency. It was important for the specific team
he was playing for, but he did not have to focus to improve. Meanwhile, his focus on voice
when asked any practical question was due to his focus on voice as a personal goal, along with
his view of himself as a calming and encouraging figure when people are discouraged.
One final aspect of Damian’s perceptions on leadership related to the importance of
understanding his role and how it intersects with his beliefs on his strengths. One example was
the previous comment, where he indicated his belief that leading by example was more
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important for this team than using voice. Damian viewed himself as an encouraging person
who filled a needed role on the team. He viewed his role based on how the other captains lead:
If somebody would yell at somebody or get super hard on somebody and like chew
them out, I’d probably like try to encourage them and try to talk to them … “Don’t
listen to how he’s saying it, listen to what he’s saying” … Just try to encourage them so
they don’t like shut down. … [When the seniors graduate], I might have to actually …
do what they do, ripping into guys sometimes more than I would now. … So like one or
two, they’ll listen. But three or four guys yelling at you doesn’t really help you.
(Interview 2, November 6, 2014)
Damian viewed himself as a good encourager who currently fills that role well, but he thought
he would eventually have to become more of a critic when he became a senior. He also
indicated that he viewed the senior captains, Kobe and Kyrie, primarily as discouraging-type
leaders and described them as yellers. This view, which is entirely in contradiction to how I
viewed my senior captains, influenced how he understood his role. While I viewed Kobe as a
leader who would occasionally yell and provide criticism, I never saw Kyrie raise his voice in a
leadership role at any time in his high school career.
In conclusion, Damian viewed leadership as a combination of the distinct concepts of
modeling and voice. He felt he was good at leading by example and using voice to encourage
others, which filled a role on the team that was needed due to the leadership styles of other
captains. Particularly, his perceptions and interpretations of other people’s use of voice would
greatly influence how he decided to use his voice.
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Damian’s Season Narrative
Throughout the season, Damian developed as a leader with his voice and his work ethic.
Since his notion of those two concepts was so separated, his leadership story was dependent on
how he understood his improvement or lack thereof in those two areas.
Damian’s Vocal Leadership
Damian’s vocal leadership was inconsistent throughout the season. I referred to Damian
as being “much better than last year” with his voice during the first drill of the season (Field
Note, November 10, 2014) because he was giving instruction and encouragement while
providing specific feedback. I also described his communication during several drills while he
was resting from competition as “great” during that same practice. This communication,
however, was sporadic. In fact, by the next day, I wrote that Damian was “much more
aggressive [than last year] as a player but [was] still not asserting a voice,” and I gave Kobe
instructions to split Damian and Kyrie up during a particular shooting drill because they were
“too quiet” to be at the same basket (Field Note, November 11, 2014). This continued
throughout the first week; I noted that Damian had great communication and worked well with
younger players one day, but gave the “minimum instruction or encouragement that I require”
the following practice (Field Notes, November 15 and 17, 2014). Additionally, Damian noticed
that upon reflection, he wished he had expressed himself more as a leader when “John skipped
practice for no reason” (Participant Journal, November 14, 2014).
Damian’s communication, though inconsistent from day to day, was an improvement
over past seasons. Damian frequently wrote about his communication and voice in positive
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terms when he compared it to previous years. For example, he wrote, “I’m talking alot [sic]
more and saying more helpful things. I told Kyrie to take one more dribble when going into the
paint so he would be more under control” (Participant Journal, November 25, 2014). A general
comment Damian made concerning his leadership improving from past seasons concerned his
“talking and giving useful information with younger guys” (Participant Journal, December 20,
2014). He also believed that “telling Easton to keep his head up and keep working” was a great
example of his ability to utilize leadership skills with a teammate in a one-on-one setting
(Participant Journal, December 10, 2014). Summarizing his first half of the season, he said that
his increase in his use of voice included “being more supportive of people and trying to get
people to do the right thing more and not just slack” (Interview 3, January 3, 2015).
One of Damian’s primary objectives in his vocal leadership was to make certain players
who played in games more confident as players and in their communication ability. I first met
Damian in eighth grade, and since that time he has made it a priority to emphasize confidence
with Mario. In nearly every basketball-related experience I have had with Damian, he seems to
have the most fun when Mario makes a good play. Often in practice Damian would overtly
pass up himself taking a good shot to give Mario an opportunity in order to provide Mario with
more opportunities to develop his confidence and to be more aggressive as a player. This
behavior was often a point of disagreement between Damian and me, because I wanted Damian
to be more aggressive as an offensive player since he was one of our primary scoring options.
When describing his efforts to make Mario more aggressive, he explained that he would
occasionally pass up scoring opportunities himself in order to provide Mario with chances to
improve his confidence:
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Well sometimes I try to give him the ball—sometimes that doesn’t really work out as
well. I tried doing it too much and I tried to talk to him before plays and get him to …
set a ball screen and slip or something like that so he can get an open layup. And
sometimes it works, sometimes I kinda look dumb. (Interview 3, January 3, 2015)
Damian also wrote about his relationship with Mario, indicating that his relationship had
improved and the conversations led to Mario being “more talkative and competitive which
makes practice more enjoyable and also outside of practice too” (Participant Journal, January 8,
2015). He felt that it was important to develop this relationship with Mario because he thought
that “if we tried to encourage him more then he would try harder and that would make him
better probably” (Interview 4, March 11, 2015).
Another player that Damian focused on working with was Rayjon. The primary focus of
Damian’s leadership voice in working with Rayjon was attempting to get Rayjon to work
harder in practice and be more aggressive as a player. He described one time at practice where
he “motivated Rayjon to score in the post by telling him to look who’s guarding him…
sometimes it works with Rayjon sometimes it doesn’t” (Participant Journal, January 31, 2015).
This is a similar tactic that Kyrie used in trying to get Rayjon to work hard. Damian felt that
attempting to motivate Rayjon to work hard was difficult:
It’s just like some days he wants to do stuff and sometimes he doesn’t. Pretty much if
Rayjon wants to do it then he’ll do it. But you can’t really talk him—I don’t know, it’s
hard to talk him into doing stuff that he doesn’t want to do, really. … Probably the best
way to get him to go hard and stuff is just call him soft or something like that. Pretty
much like challenge him. (Interview 3, January 3, 2015)
Additionally, I noted that Damian was doing a good job working with Rayjon by giving him
positive feedback when he showed good effort (Field Note, January 4, 2015). It was clear that
one of the emphases of Damian’s use of voice as a leader was to promote aggressiveness and
confidence in Mario and Rayjon.

90
Another area of improvement for Damian was his communication with me. While there
were many struggles in our ability to communicate throughout the season, it definitely
improved from past years. For example, he noted that his communication with others can
improve after having a conversation with me when he said, “Whenever I do something good,
Coach gives me praise and I talk more; not a good thing but helps” (Participant Journal,
December 3, 2014). The biggest area of improvement in our relationship, however, came in his
willingness and confidence to provide suggestions for improvement. On numerous occasions, I
noticed that Damian had quality ideas for use at future practices or specific in-game
adjustments that helped us succeed. For example, I wrote that “Damian brought up a play we
were struggling to defend. We discussed it at halftime and made the adjustment in order to stop
it. He and Kobe were essential in communicating how to stop it” (Field Note, January 30,
2015). I also reflected that at halftime of another game, “Damian is becoming more assertive in
his suggestions of specials or [baseline or sideline out of bounds] plays that he thinks will
work” (Field Note, December 30, 2014). As good as he was at communicating in halftime
situations, he very rarely contributed to the conversation at the end of practices or after games.
Though there was considerable improvement, Damian’s leadership voice still was
highly inconsistent throughout the season. During the week we prepared for our first
conference game, I made a general note about his voice throughout the week: “Damian has
been really disinterested in participating in communicating outside of normal clapping or
general comments—I expected him to be further along” (Field Note, December 1, 2014). Later
in the week, I commented “Damian still not really communicating and often giving odd looks
when being coached” (Field Note, December 5, 2014). Damian often did not respond to my
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frustration and provided me with infrequent communication. On several occasions, as well, he
provided similar nonverbal cues that he was not going to change his level of communication.
The amount Damian would use his voice varied by a significant margin, and I wrote
that he “is so dependent on the day whether he is good or bad with communication and effort”
(Field Note, February 13, 2015). He often would struggle to communicate when any outside
influence caused difficulty. For example, I commented that during a drill where he was sitting
out due to an injured hip, he failed to communicate loudly and he “stays at the basket with
Kobe and Kyrie too long” even though the only objective I gave him for the drill was to
communicate with energy and purpose to the entire team (Field Note, November 22, 2014).
Any injury throughout the season caused Damian to stop providing vocal leadership. He rolled
his ankle, for example, at Christmas Eve’s morning practice, and I wrote that “he sat with foot
in ice and provided no talk or leadership” despite several promptings from me to communicate
(Field Note, December 24, 2014).
Damian occasionally recognized the lack of energy from a global perspective, but rarely
from an individual perspective. For instance, he wrote, “Last weeks [sic] practices we had very
little energy and talk. If we want to achieve our goals we can’t let practice be like that”
(Participant Journal, January 22, 2015). In general, though, Damian felt that the communication
he and the captains were doing was sufficient. When talking about why leading this team was
not as hard as he imagined it would be, he said:
Some of the people that don’t play as much, they kinda take some of the stuff that we
say … sometimes they talk a lot more and they kinda picked up on what we want to do.
And then other people … they listen to us and do everything—they try to do the right
thing. When we tell them to do stuff most of the time they say okay and they try to do it
… there’s not really much conflict when we lead people. (Interview 3, January 3, 2015)
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Though he essentially defined leadership as leading by example, he almost exclusively
used the word “lead” in as a synonym for vocal leadership involving interaction with others
during any question about a practical application of leadership. He stated, “I don’t really think I
had anybody try to, like, shoot me down for trying to like lead them or teach them something or
trying to get on them” (Interview 4, March 11, 2015). Since his belief before the season started
was his primary vocal leadership role was to encourage teammates, his understanding of a
positive leadership experience is consistent with his previous conception of his role.
Essentially, Damian equated positive leadership experiences with his ability to communicate in
encouraging terms and not be rebuked as a leader. He also commented that he became more
vocal as the season progressed. For example, he said,
Like at the beginning of the year I would try to just like, if somebody did something
good or something wrong, I probably wouldn’t even… like I wouldn’t try to help them
and tell them what they did wrong, I would just be like, “oh, you’re okay,” or something
like that. But towards the end I started giving out like more useful, like, advice on, like,
stuff. Like if they didn’t drop down I wouldn’t just, like, not even say anything to them,
I would actually tell them they have to drop down and—or something like that.
(Interview 4)
While the primary focus was still on giving positive feedback, Damian felt that he became
more efficient and productive with his feedback toward his teammates near the end of the
season. He believed that this would continue and he would be a better leader next year,
knowing he will “have to talk more and kinda, like, take over some of what Kobe and Kyrie
were doing” without giving out “as much criticism” as they did.
In summary, Damian’s use of voice was dramatically improved from the past, but in my
opinion it was highly inconsistent. Damian typically saw his vocal improvement from a highly
positive perspective.
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Damian’s Work Ethic
The other aspect of Damian’s conceptualization of leadership, work ethic, was also
sporadic. I actually believed that his work ethic as a junior was not as consistent as it was when
he was a freshman or a sophomore. Though he perceived it to be one of his strengths at the
beginning of the season, Damian would occasionally be a model for other players while on
other days he would not put forth much effort. For example, despite his team having scored
enough points to be done for the day, he voluntarily re-entered the team-building three-on-three
tournament for Kobe when Kobe injured his ankle (Field Note, November 15, 2014). The next
practice, though, my assistant coach Ferdinand had to challenge him “to sprint to spots in a
shooting drill” rather than walk (Field Note, November 17, 2014). I noted how inconsistent
Damian’s practice effort was and how his responses often caused me to question how to coach
his effort:
Damian is very up and down, especially with his practice effort. He does not get after it
defensively in drills often. Today he was pretty poor. When I challenge him on it he
gives a confused look and usually has an excuse. (Field Note, December 11, 2014)
This inconsistent behavior continued throughout the season. For example, I wrote that
Damian had two consecutive great practices in a row where he brought “a lot of energy and
effort” and our team fed off his energy to have good practices (Field Note, January 28, 2015).
On a Saturday morning practice where few people were providing energy, I wrote that Damian
was an exception. “Damian was good again and I made sure to tell him after practice was over.
He is always really respectful when that happens” (Field Note, February 14, 2015). But, a day
in December was indicative of the type of effort that Damian provided on some other days:
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Damian is such a hot-cold personality when it comes to coachability and learning
leadership. Most days this week he was not bringing much energy and did not practice
hard—especially his defensive intensity was particularly lacking. … It is tough to
motivate him to understand how his body language and actions influence others even
more than his words, because he is the best player. I did not address this with him yet
because he was feeling sorry for himself much of the week—I have found he usually
responds better when it he is not under that feeling. (Coach Journal, December 21,
2014)
Another example where Damian did not exert the work ethic necessary to be a positive
example for his teammates occurred when he “was totally dogging it during certain drills and
appeared to be passive-aggressive with me … I called a foul on him and he proceeded to not
make contact with anyone for the next several possessions [in protest]” (Field Note, January 7,
2015). Kobe came up to me after practice to talk about Damian’s effort, indicating that
Damian’s effort was highly influential for the tone of practice. Kobe said, “If the best player
can take days off, what does that say to everyone else” (Field Note, January 7, 2015). I
addressed this with Damian the next day:
At captains’ meeting I addressed TJ and Damian about the day before… Damian
appeared to play dumb when I addressed him about his passive-aggressive behavior. TJ
backed me up on it. Damian had a really good practice today for the most part but had a
5 minute stretch where he dogged it. (Field Note, January 8, 2015).
As a result of Damian’s inconsistent example and his behavior when I tried to challenge him, I
often struggled deciding to what extent and in what context I should communicate my opinions
with him. He indicated that the best way to help him lead was to hold him accountable and
“[make] sure I’m doing the things I said I’d do” (Interview 3, January 3, 2015), but when I tried
he would often respond in a way that did not affirm my ability to challenge him.
One of the more interesting dynamics was the difference in opinion between Damian’s
perception of the culture of accountability and my perception. While I felt that it was a struggle
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to hold Damian, as well as some other players, accountable to what he said he wanted to be as a
leader regarding his work ethic, Damian believed that accountability was one of the strengths
of the team. Concerning my leadership affecting his ability to lead, he wrote, “Recently Coach
has been more up front with people and everyone is taking it very well. It allows us to do the
same and everyone takes it well” (Participant Journal, February 8, 2015). He also commented
on how people on the team “grew up” so it was easier for him to give criticism to his peers
because “people actually listen to it” (Interview 3, January 3, 2015).
In contrast to my opinion on Damian’s work ethic, Damian indicated that his work ethic
had improved from past years. He felt that he had “been going harder in drills and stuff” and
that “people have been seeing that—all in all, it’s made the practices better, I think” (Interview
3, January 3, 2015). He believed that our practices all year, in general, were good and that the
moments that stand out to him as a leader were “having really good practices … we’d have a
really good practice, and then it’s kinda really different from past years, and it’s kinda cool to
know you kinda did it, started it” (Interview 4, March 11, 2015).
Damian did, however, notice several times during the year when his practice work ethic
was below the standards he set for himself. He recognized the impact it had on the team and his
ability to lead each time he communicated it with me. On January 16, Damian sent me a text
message at 10:45 PM apologizing for his performance at practice over the previous two days,
indicating they were due to a lack of confidence following his performance in a game and an
unrelated off-court issue. One week later, he came up to me after practice when everyone had
left and “said something off the court along with his sickness led to his ridiculously poor
energy, and he apologized” (Field Note, January 23, 2015). In these cases, along with some
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others, I thanked him for his honesty, told him he needed to fix it, and reiterated the importance
of his effort for the team to have a good practice because he is a leader and the most talented
player.
Damian recognized at the end of the season that he occasionally let his feelings dictate
his behavior. He said, “I don’t know, maybe just sometimes I just get in a baby-ish attitude and
do something stupid. Whenever I get offended maybe” (Interview 4, March 11, 2015). He also
realized that it affects his ability to lead from his peers’ perspective.
They probably just like think I’m being a baby, too. … The next day after the practice
after [an incident], everybody was like why are you so like—passive-aggressive and all
that, so they obviously didn’t like it either. They know it’s wrong, too. Everybody else
did. (Interview 4)
After reflecting on it, Damian said that “it was not a smart thing to do” and he plans on
correcting it in the future. He commented, “I mean, hopefully I just do the right thing next time
and just learn from it and know that it was kind of stupid and kinda like being like a little baby
doing it.”
Generally speaking throughout the course of the season, though, Damian and I had
different perceptions of his work ethic and how it related to his ability to lead the team. We
both believed that Damian’s work ethic was vital to the success of our team and was very
important for having a good practice. We both believed that Damian had some great practices
and some poor practices, and that his work ethic was inconsistent. However, I felt that Damian
did not exhibit the same work ethic he had in previous years, and Damian felt that in general
his work ethic had improved and he was trying harder holistically than in previous seasons.
Despite several efforts, I was unable to effectively communicate my feelings to him during the
season.
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In general, though, Damian felt positive about his leadership experiences. He believed
that by the end of the season, he understood his role in influencing our team to have productive
practices. He recognized his responsibility to lead players who did not get much playing time;
he stated,
Challenge those guys … most of the time if they were having a good day, then they
would try to step up to the challenge, and if they weren’t they would probably like pout.
But most of the time they tried to step up to the challenge. (Interview 4, March 11,
2015)
He also indicated that he learned that the leadership role he would need to fill as a senior would
be very similar to his junior season, just magnified by the need to exhibit those characteristics
“more often.” Despite his reflections on his attitude influencing his effort, he still felt that the
team’s culture had shifted toward acceptance of criticism, partially due to the yelling that was
part of Kobe’s leadership style. This, he said, will allow him not to have to “sugar coat it or
anything” when he uses his voice in the future.
Connecting Effort and Voice
In retrospect, Damian perceived that his ability to lead, particularly involving his effort,
during the course of the season was “kind of up and down” but the experience was “mostly
positive” (Interview 4, March 11, 2015). This seemed interesting to me because of his generally
positive tone about his leadership throughout the season. He recognized that his effort was not
consistent. He referenced that he had some days where he was not trying hard that caused him
to not be effective as a leader. He said, “If I was having—not like a bad day—just, like, wasn’t
trying hard then it obviously wasn’t going to be a good day for me to, like, try to lead people.”
He indicated that a lack of effort influenced his ability to lead because “if I wasn’t trying I
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couldn’t really tell anybody to, like, try harder or try to, like, talk to anybody ‘cause I wasn’t
doing it myself.” The final interview was also the first time, at any point throughout the season,
that Damian connected effort and voice. Essentially, he believed his ability to effectively
communicate was dependent on his effort and work ethic. Despite that one connection,
however, he continued to separate those concepts the rest of the interview.
Though he connected his effort with his ability to communicate with his peers, he still
separated them as leadership constructs. He said that he could not “try to lead people” by trying
to “tell anybody” how to compete when he was not trying hard (Interview 4, March 11, 2015),
indicating that his lack of effort was connected to his ability to lead but not reflective of his
ability to lead. This comment, for practical purposes, makes leading synonymous with vocal
leadership. He believed that he did not try to lead on those days. However, just as in his first
three interviews, when asked what leadership meant to him in the final interview, Damian said,
“You’ve gotta—well, like on a team especially, you gotta lead by example. When you’re on a
team you gotta show the guys the right way. And just lead the team by example.” This
statement would indicate that Damian believes that failure to lead by example is a failure to
lead. He also said that he learned “the idea that you have to, like, do it all the time if you want
to be a good leader.” There appeared to be a discontinuity between Damian’s use of the word
“lead” based on the theoretical or practical context of the question, because he felt that he had a
good season as a leader but did not recognize the impact that his effort lapses had on his ability
to lead “all the time.”
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Conclusion
Damian and I both understood his effort and ability to set an example were inconsistent.
Upon reflection, Damian understood the influence his effort had on his ability to effectively
communicate as a leader. Though he saw the relationship, he continued to separate the concepts
of leading with voice and leading by example depending on theoretical or practical context.
Regarding Damian’s use of voice, he believed that he improved as he learned to give more
specific and timely feedback while remaining positive with his teammates. In contrast, I did not
believe he improved as much as he did in that area and that he used his voice inconsistently.

CHAPTER 6
TJ’S STORY: “THE HYPE MAN”

The following chapter tells the story of TJ’s leadership beliefs and leadership
development throughout the season. TJ’s development is indicative of his cerebral nature and is
exemplified by his dedication to providing energy and building relationships.
TJ’s Views on Leadership
Over the course of the season, TJ described leadership in a variety of ways. There was
no consistent message throughout his interviews as I asked him to define leadership, but his
idea of leadership was a combination of four concepts: building relationships, setting an
example, using voice, and providing energy.
In order to implement the four concepts effectively, TJ felt that “leadership is practice”
and explained what he meant by stating that “leadership takes practice because you have to
transform your skills and get them better and you have to be able to—you have to increase your
social skills” (Interview 1, August 26, 2014). He believed that practice includes challenging
himself to become uncomfortable in his surroundings and ability to communicate; in essence,
he believed in the growth mindset of leadership. TJ explained what helps him develop as a
leader:
Getting out of my comfort zone. Group work in class. Even shooting time by myself
because sometimes I pretend I’m somebody else and … I can’t be a d-head to them and
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be like, “That’s a horrible shot, you’ve gotta work on it.” Sometimes you just gotta be
like, “Alright, just get the next one.” (Interview 1)
TJ also planned to develop as a leader by observing other leaders. He credited me for
some of his growth as a leader, stating that I challenge him and the other captains by setting
“the example on the court, off the court, [and] you push us positively, sometimes negatively if
that’s what’s needed” (Interview 1, August 26, 2014). Additionally, he had high regard for
Kobe’s leadership ability and said, “Kobe handles things better than I do” and “I learn a lot
from Kobe” (Interview 2, November 4, 2014). As a result, TJ was going to learn by watching
how Kobe resolved problems. In particular, he said that Kobe was the most skilled at handling
our team’s inability to stay focused of all our captains, and that he would learn by observing
how Kobe handled those issues:
The reason I don’t [handle our team’s] focus is because I don’t know what to say. So
I’m just going to pay attention to what Kobe says … cause I know when we’re not
focused. It’s not hard to tell. It’s just knowing what to say is the skill that’s needed.
(Interview 2)
Like Kyrie, TJ believed that athletic performance was a prerequisite to leadership and
being able to get people to follow your instructions. Right before the season began, TJ felt that
he was not playing well in open gyms, and as a result he lost some leadership drive. He said, “If
I am not confident, that takes my performance level down, and if my performance level is down
then I’m not leading as well because I’m not as pumped up as I normally am” (Interview 2,
November 4, 2014). He also believed that his first leadership experience in athletics was as an
eighth grade baseball player because he “was the best pitcher” on his team (Interview 1, August
26, 2014).
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TJ mentioned five items in bullet-point format as most important for his leadership to
allow the season to be a success, which could be broken into the concepts he emphasized.
Going hard, putting in extra work, and not making excuses were examples of how TJ felt that
he needed to set an example and bring energy. Being positive and working to increase his
teammates’ confidence levels were ways that TJ felt he could use his voice and build
relationships with his teammates.
The first major concept TJ focused on in his definition of leadership was building
relationships. Since TJ believed so heavily in the growth mindset of leadership development
and that relationships were essential to being a leader, it was important to him that he improved
his ability to build relationships. He defined his comfort zone as “talking to the people I know”
(Interview 1, August 26, 2014). He believed that he had improved at getting outside his comfort
zone since the summer before his sophomore season. He said,
I’m better at talking to people that I’m not really close with. And we have teammates
that we aren’t really close with—we can still talk to them and be friendly with them on
the court and off the court about the game of basketball. It’s easier to be leaderly, you
know what I mean, because of my social skills, I guess you could say. (Interview 1)
Another aspect of building relationships that TJ believed was important was earning
respect. When defining leadership, he said that people “don’t want to disrespect leaders” and
that respect will cause people to “listen to you and respect what you say and know that you’re
actually putting positive meaning, even if you’re criticizing them” (Interview 1, August 26,
2014). This is why he believed it was difficult for him to lead others as an underclassman:
As a freshman it’s hard to be a leader, when you’re on varsity. Seniors always think
they know best. Sometimes they do, sometimes they have no clue what they’re talking
about. Sophomore year was better than it was my freshman year. … They still don’t
respect opinions as well when you’re a sophomore, as much as they do when you’re an
upperclassman and you have experience. (Interview 1)
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In order to earn respect, he indicated that he would have to work to make people earn his trust
as a player and a person. He believed that people must get to know him as a person and an
athlete in order for him to lead because “[if] they don’t know me, they don’t know that I know
stuff about the games, that I’m not trying to be a jerk about it, that I’m just trying to help, that
I’m not actually a total dirtbag all the time.” And, of course, TJ believed that the trust that is
built through lasting relationship influences leadership. He believes that an athletic leader has
“your teammates look to you when they don’t know what to do and you’re there for them on
and off the court. You always have their back. They can count on you” (Interview 2, November
4, 2014).
Next, TJ conceptualized athletic leaders as people who set an example for others to
follow. This belief encompassed both on-court and off-court behaviors. He referenced off-court
issues and character traits often throughout his first two interviews. He said that leaders need to
“represent the program” well by being good citizens and making community proud of the
program (Interview 2, November 4, 2014). He set a goal to improve his leadership by being a
better student in school, thereby setting an example to other players that they need to be
committed to success in more than just basketball (Interview 1, August 26, 2014). He also
referenced me, indicating that I typically set a good example but I needed to do a better job at
modeling appropriate behaviors following a mistake; he cited numerous instances when I said,
“You suck, Jason,” to myself following some of my poor performances as instances that I need
to do a better job at setting a behavioral example as a leader.
TJ referenced numerous examples of how being an example on-court is also important
for leaders. He said that leaders should “always practice hard” (Interview 2, November 4,
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2014), and he mentioned that he believed one of his strengths as a leader was his consistency in
working hard during individual skill development times. An example he provided was his
dedication to set an example by working hard during shooting drills. TJ also indicated that it
was important to lead by example in order to keep the “team chemistry” positive and keep the
team on track to have on-court success. He said, “If I don’t lead by example and I start doing
dumb stuff and all that, yeah, it would probably affect our ability to reach our goal.” He
focused on the importance of setting the example in every aspect of practice because he
believed that “it’s the little things that win championships.”
Third, TJ believed that leaders should use voice. When describing his first leadership
experience as an eighth grade baseball pitcher, he mentioned that he communicated with
teammates and “gave them pointers” (Interview 1, August 26, 2014). According to TJ, good
leaders increase their teammates’ confidence by providing “positive feedback on what they do”
and praising “the good things they do a lot so that they do them more” (Interview 2, November
4, 2014). As a result, two of the bulleted goals he set for himself as a leader for the basketball
season were to build his teammates’ confidence and to be positive at practice (Participant
Journal, November 9, 2014). He believed that using voice is important in order to be viewed as
a strong leader, as well. One of the prominent issues that TJ described when discussing the
difficulties of trying to lead as an underclassman was a powerless voice:
So freshman year I didn’t want to speak up a lot because you’re that freshman, you
don’t want to—“shut up, you’re a freshman.”—you don’t want that as a response.
You’re scared of that. … Even if you’re right. … So you have to tell the other leaders,
“Hey, this was going on” so they can say it, ‘cause they’re older. (Interview 1, August
26, 2014)
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As he became older, he gained more confidence in his ability to use voice as a leader, but saw
the need for growth. He described his increased confidence by stating, “I know more now that
… I’m not going to say something if I’m wrong. And I’m confident that I’m right when I do
cheer for you or give you pointers or keep it positive.” This confidence was inconsistent,
though, because he had a greater understanding of his struggles in being positive with his
teammates when communicating as the season began (Interview 2, November 4, 2014). While
he never verbalized the reason, it was likely due to an increase in the amount he was
communicating.
Finally, TJ described leadership as bringing energy to a situation. One of the reasons TJ
likely believed in the importance of energy for leaders is because he views himself as “a good
vibe” and “just positive energy” (Interview 1, August 26, 2014). He felt that this area of
leadership was his strongest; he described his strengths in leadership by saying, “I’m the hype
man. So, I pump up the team pretty quickly if I want to” (Interview 2, November 4, 2014). He
described that when he is performing well, “my team’s always pumped up ‘cause I’m kinda
hype.” He focused his leadership on bringing energy to situations early in his career because he
felt that he had minimal power to use his voice as an underclassman. As a result, he felt very
confident that he learned “when to bring energy and when not to bring energy, when’s a good
time and when’s a bad time” (Interview 1, August 26, 2014). That also likely is a reason why
TJ described himself metaphorically as “energy.”
In summary, TJ believed that leadership includes building relationships, setting an
example, using voice, and providing energy. He also thought that leadership in high school
sport requires a certain status as an athlete and age relative to teammates. Additionally, he
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understands leadership to be something that can be improved through practice observation of
others.
TJ’s Season Narrative
Four main themes emerged from analyzing TJ’s story throughout the season. First, TJ
had a significant focus on the interaction of his ability to lead with his mental conceptions of
leadership, such as voice, energy, relationships, and setting an example. This led to him having
a typically positive season as a leader. Second, TJ was very meticulous in his analysis of his
improvement as a leader. Third, TJ’s setbacks as a leader often involved poor responses to
situations and coaching. Fourth, TJ was focused heavily on the mental aspect of how he
developed as a leader, and noted his need for reminders and making leadership a daily
conversation.
TJ’s Focus on Leadership Traits
I wrote about three specific instances from the first practice of the year where TJ
performed leadership tasks that were extraordinary and above what he had done in the past. He
had great “vocal leadership” in our first drill with Kobe to help teach younger players and
motivate everyone, made it a point of emphasis to make physical contact—such as high-fives—
at breaks, and provided a “great reminder [during shell drill] about [the] offense talking to help
the defense do things right” during a teaching drill (Field Note, November 10, 2014). He
continued having quality leadership moments throughout the first month of the season,
including numerous times when he used his voice to provide confidence or direction. During a
practice where Kobe was not particularly confident, TJ said that “Kobe shooting is instant
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points in the bank” after Kobe made a shot (Field Note, November 13, 2014). As the team was
setting goals, one of the goals was to be the hardest working team in the state of Illinois on a
daily basis. TJ clarified by saying, “It has to be everybody. Everybody has to be working hard.
The scout team makes us better.” (Field Note, November 15, 2014). He backed this up with his
voice during practice the following week, where I noted that he “did a phenomenal job
encouraging teammates that did both positives and negatives” including one instance where he
told Pedro, a player that gets minimal opportunity to participate in drills, that he had “great talk
on the sideline” (Field Note, November 21, 2014).
TJ’s view of himself influenced his perception of his leadership. He believed that he
rarely did anything big as a leader, but did the day-to-day things that helped the team move
along. As a result, he called himself the “glue man” while still being the “hype man” (Interview
4, March 12, 2015). His view regarding his outgoing and energetic personality was reflected in
his idea of how he led the team. He said, “I like to think of myself as a fun person and energetic
and that stuff’s contagious,” and that “if we’re talking about hype, then the hype part of
leadership is definitely audible. I was so hype and audible.” As a result, he indicated that
energy is essential to leadership because “if you go up to somebody all monotone and dead and
tired and breathing heavy it’s not gonna be as, like, meaningful as somebody that’s, like,
showing that they care and energetic about the situation.”
Early in the season, he also worked to ensure that he was focused on maintaining
relationship. TJ was the subject of the preseason article by the local newspaper as a result of his
work ethic over the off-season to get more playing time. The newspaper writer wanted to write
a story about TJ, which TJ and I were uncomfortable with because he was going to be replacing
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John in the starting lineup. TJ and I had a conversation before the reporter began to ask him
questions, and we talked about the types of responses he should give to questions concerning
John. I noted that TJ “handled it really well and said a lot of good things when asked by
newspaper [reporter]” (Field Note, November 19, 2014). I also commented that I had a text
message conversation with TJ about how to preemptively communicate with John in case the
newspaper article ended up being divisive to team chemistry. TJ indicated that he was
concerned about John’s reaction, but that he would discuss the article with John on November
20 before it was printed (Coach Journal, November 25, 2014). He said that the conversation
went well in a text message sent to me the following day.
Continuing with TJ’s willingness to build relationships and use voice, TJ spent a
considerable amount of time encouraging Rayjon and developing trust in their relationship.
One day during a practice, TJ wrote about an instance where he worked with Rayjon and used
the positive relationship to help the team:
I grabbed Rayjon to the side and talked to him about his effort and how I know he knew
what [coach was] talking about and he said “I’m just so tired” and I just said “next time
at least act like you know when you do know.” And he said okay. Used friendlyness
[sic] to get the point across. (Participant Journal, November 25, 2014)
Since Rayjon is one of the harder players on the team to motivate, I asked TJ about the way he
tried to lead Rayjon. He indicated that his focus was to communicate about basketball outside
of structured basketball times in order to get him to think while building trust in their
relationship:
Rayjon is a guy you have to talk to outside of the gym about it and he’ll actually accept
that he’s not trying hard. So I’ll talk to him on PS4 for a good hour about basketball. …
It’s in a joking matter, but he knows it’s serious, too. … [If you address him in public]
he’ll like have attitude back, big time. He’ll be the most sarcastic person you’ve ever
met. He’ll take everything literally to piss you off. (Interview 3, January 3, 2015)
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TJ continued leading effectively, according to his beliefs on leadership, on a relatively
consistent basis. Though there were occasions where he displayed poor energy and
communication (Field Note, December 1, 2014), he was consistent. He was willing to voice his
opinion in captains’ meetings (Field Note, December 3, 2014) and knew he had to increase his
level of energy and “assume Kobe’s vocal role” when Kobe was gone at a family funeral (Field
Note, December 4, 2014). TJ also made it a priority to tell me via text message how he was
encouraging Evan for “how good his energy was” (December 8, 2014). This was particularly
important because Evan just found out that he would be unable to play his entire senior season
due to an injury he suffered during the football season.
In spite of several setbacks that will be described in subsequent sections, TJ typically
exemplified the types of leadership behaviors that he wanted to portray through the course of
the season. He often thought about the types of behaviors that would be necessary in order to
accomplish a task, and then made sure to act in a way that would improve the probability of
that task occurring. This most often was reflected in his focus on bringing energy, because he
said, “That’s what I’m best at and that’s what I have fun doing, and it’s easier than the other
stuff” (Interview 3, January 3, 2015). For example, he made a comment to me one morning that
he was “trying to make it not like [a typical] 8 AM practice” with his energy (Field Note,
December 24, 2014). Another example was his energy level in cheering for players who rarely
get playing time at a junior varsity game:
We are currently at the JV game and I’m going to make it a point that I value our
practice guys. Its [sic] important that they know that so they practice hard. I’m going to
do this by cheering my butt off at their game. (Participant Journal, January 14, 2015)
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After a particular game that we played exceptionally well, TJ described that his motivation was
fueled by the “passion in [his] hate” for the opponent and that he felt like he “brought the whole
team up” as a result of his “hype” for the game (Interview 3, January 3, 2015). He described
that since he was “fired up” for the game, we played well and that he thinks that his
“teammates feed off [his] energy this year and now more than ever” (Participant Journal,
December 28, 2014).
One final aspect of TJ’s season as a leader involved his ability to lead me, particularly
by communicating with me outside of practice time. He utilized effective leadership techniques
with me that he implemented on his teammates. For example,
Last night, I sent TJ a text saying “great job today,” referring to his performance at
practice. He responded, “you too.” That was unexpected and refreshing. Hearing
positive reinforcement is very motivating for me as a coach, especially the guys I trust
and mentor. (Coach Journal, November 18, 2014)
He noted that he led me by focusing on both accountability and relationship. He said, “I tell
you to stop saying, ‘You suck, Jason,’ at open gyms” (Interview 3, January 3, 2015), which was
supposed to remind me that I am an example for players to follow. A little later, he mentioned,
“I joke around with you, ‘Good job, Coach.’ ‘Thanks, TJ.” That’s how [I lead you]. And this
improves morale. You need a morale improver sometimes.” TJ was focused enough as a leader
to use his skills even on me, an adult, in order to improve the team dynamics and make me feel
better about my job as coach.
Overall, TJ believed that his ability to lead his junior season was “better than the last
two seasons” and primarily credited his improvement to age and experience (Interview 4,
March 12, 2015). He said, “I became more confident in my leadership that it actually helps. I
knew if I was going to say something that it would most likely help them, whether they took it
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nicely or not.” He had relatively positive thoughts regarding his leadership ability in general,
but he was very cautious and meticulous in analyzing his performance when speaking about
specific leadership behaviors. When reflecting on the five items he set as leadership priorities
before the season—going hard, putting in extra work, getting teammates’ confidence up, being
positive, and not making excuses as an individual or as a team—TJ wanted to look at the list in
order to discuss each individually. He was pleased with his ability to increase his teammates’
confidence and being positive. He noted that he went hard all the time physically but
“sometimes my focus was bad” (Interview 4). He was displeased with his focus on putting in
extra work consistently, particularly near the end of the season. He noted that he got mad and it
led to him making excuses for poor decisions, and that he did not effectively challenge the team
when they were making excuses.
Generally, TJ’s reflection on his leadership attributes was very similar to how I
perceived his performance. TJ felt that he worked hard, brought energy with positivity, and
built confidence in his teammates consistently. However, he lost focus on setting an example
by putting in optional effort outside of practice time and he often used his anger to rationalize
his poor decisions.
Reflection on Growth
As a believer in the growth mindset concerning leadership, TJ reflected on multiple
aspects of leadership that he thought he improved at over the course of the season. First, he felt
that he was much better at understanding how to communicate with different people. He
mentioned growth by leading people as individuals, depending on their personal preferences:
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I’ve learned how the minds of some people work. Like what works with some people
and what works with other people. For example, Easton, you kinda have to joke around
with Easton. If he’s in a pouty mood you’ve gotta make him laugh first. And then he’ll
listen. … With Erik you have to just beat it in his head. But it can’t be [coaches]. It has
to be me. He won’t listen to [coaches]. He doesn’t really care. He does but he doesn’t.
It’s gotta be peer leadership for Erik. (Interview 4, March 12, 2015)
He also perceived improvement in communicating with his teammates in general. TJ
learned by experience that he did not appreciate it when people told him he made a mistake
when it was obvious, so he noted that a difference in his leadership since the summer was a
“focus on the next time instead of what just happened” (Interview 4, March 12, 2015).
Throughout the year, it appeared that TJ valued one-on-one communication to effectively make
his point and be able to focus on the future. TJ reflected on one time this did not occur in the
middle of the season in his journal:
I should have been nicer to Bill when I called him out for his constant turnovers and
passing from above his head. Next time I will not yell at him in front of the entire team.
I will pull him to the side and explain with a nice tone what is wrong and how to fix it.
Tone of voice while frustrated is something that I need to work on! (Participant Journal,
December 20, 2014)
TJ, when reflecting about several conversations designed to motivate teammates, said that
“most of the time [he] was good” when talking to teammates, but sometimes he “caught
himself” being negative (Interview 4, March 12, 2015). He said that he had a “moderate
amount” of side conversations with players, but noted that he “probably had one or two a week
with Easton.” He provided an example of how he would communicate with Easton:
With Easton I can’t be like, “Dude, you’re playing like crap right now. Step it up.”
I’ve gotta … joke around with him a lot and get him laughing and then he’ll start trying
hard… Just come over to him, “Man, I just got jacked on those screens, are you gonna
call them out? I don’t appreciate my neck getting broken every time.” Something like
that. He’d be like, “Yeah, you’re right.” (Interview 3, January 3, 2015)
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One final area that TJ felt he developed was his leadership of players that do not play
much in games. He began to appreciate their role more when he entered the starting lineup, and
as a result he started to see the value in the scout team “giving us valuable reps at practice
against things that we need to see to prepare us for the games” (Interview 4, March 12, 2015).
So, he believed that his persistence in motivating the scout team allowed them to try harder and
make practices more efficient. He also spent time developing relationships with players that
received minimal playing time. It appeared, based on several comments in his final interview,
that TJ specifically built mentoring relationships with Easton and Erik.
TJ reflected on the value of learning from others as he learned to lead. He viewed both
Kobe and I as mentors for his leadership. When I asked him how I lead him, he responded by
referring to the example I set for him and the ways that I challenge him:
You call me out. You make me push through adversity. … You make sure I do the
right thing. You make me become a better person. You try to get me to do good
grades, get good grades. … Let’s just say I think I’d be a lot worse if you didn’t come to
Riverfront … as a basketball player and as a person. … ‘Cause like when I do
something, I’m thinking, “Alright, is my mom gonna be mad if I get caught?” “Is
Coach gonna be mad if I get caught?” Those are my two thoughts. (Interview 3,
January 3, 2015)
TJ also described how he “learned a lot from Kobe this year” (Interview 4, March 12, 2015)
because “he’s the leader of the team; he’s, like, the guy to go to” (Interview 3, January 3,
2015). He indicated that he went to both Kobe and Damian with concerns about other players’
effort, but it was mostly Kobe (Interview 4, March 12, 2015). These conversations would often
occur through text messaging, and it was beneficial to communicate because the conversations
would involve “two minds coming up with the best way in their opinions to handle the
situation” and “remind us what’s going on” with the team. When I asked TJ what he learned as
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a leader from Kobe, he described that he learned mostly by example: “Just attitude and when to
address things and when not to and how to work hard and be passionate and commit to things.”
He then stated that those particular traits were “obviously leadership traits” because “a leader of
a team shouldn’t be someone that’s not committed, not passionate about the sport, and… not
gonna work hard.” In fact, TJ had such a high level of respect for Kobe’s leadership that when I
asked TJ if any captains make up for his perceived deficiencies as a leader, he responded, “I
think it’s just Kobe, not gonna lie” (Interview 2, November 4, 2014).
Finally, TJ looked to the future and described how his experience would influence his
ability to lead the team as a senior. One of the benefits of focusing on leading the scout team
players and developing relationships with them was that he learned “better ways to lead the
guys that we’re gonna have to play with next year” (Interview 4, March 12, 2015). He believed
that his role would change “for sure” by his senior season for several reasons. First, he believed
that he would have to be more critical of other players. Kobe primarily had that role as a
captain, and TJ believed that someone would have to fill it since Kobe was graduating. He said,
“I don’t think Damian’s gonna be the guy to call people out, so I’m gonna have to take that role
partially.” He also referenced having to develop other leaders; specifically, he mentioned that
he would have to “get Mario out of his comfort zone talking more.” Last, TJ understood that
his leadership presence would be more important as he replaced some of the captains that were
graduating because “I think I’m gonna be watched even more now … ‘cause there’s not Kobe
to watch first… [on] the pecking order of who to watch, I’m higher” (Interview 4).
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Circumstances, Coaching, and Mentoring Affecting TJ’s Leadership
TJ had several setbacks as a leader. Most of the setbacks were related to a situation
involving an injury or coaching that he did not appreciate. A back injury early in the season
was the first instance that caused TJ to have to refocus on leadership. After injuring himself, he
had one of the best leadership practices of his career the next day when I noted that, even while
unable to physically participate, his “energy was very good, he encouraged the scout team and
they had a phenomenal circle rebounding [drill]” (Field Note, December 10, 2014). He also
noted a similar sentiment:
Today while I sat out of practice I brought good energy to the gym and energized the
scout team and pushed them to play hard! I’ve definitely improved on my
comfortableness with talking and being loud and energetic with my team! (Participant
Journal, December 10, 2014)
By the next day, though, reality was beginning to set in that he may have to miss a game. I
wrote that TJ “appears to be letting his situation affect his leadership” and that he was not
providing nearly the same energy as the previous day (Field Note, December 11, 2014). The
day before the game, when he believed he would not play since he was still unable to practice,
his energy was so low that I wrote “he was very dejected and barely said anything” (Field Note,
December 12, 2014). He was able to play in the game, and by the next week he returned to
having good energy and use of voice at practice, including giving “a great reminder to have
‘great on ball defense’ as we broke the huddle” (Field Note, December 17, 2014). This was the
first occurrence of TJ allowing circumstances to influence his energy and voice, but it was not
the last.
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TJ’s ability to accept instruction from me was a recurring theme in his reflections. TJ
wrote about a negative response he had to being critiqued on an aspect of his performance. He
reflected and indicated he responded poorly, and he knew the example he was setting was
unbecoming of a leader:
One time at practice this week Coach called me out for my defense and after I made an
excuse and got down and set a bad example for the younger guys. I wish I wouldve [sic]
let that hype me up more so that I could show them how to handle criticism. (Participant
Journal, December 3, 2014)
After I challenged him another time, he noted, “When Coach Mead is a douche bag I stop
talking. Just because I don’t perform how I want to perform, doesn’t mean I should become
quiet at practice” (Participant Journal, January 8, 2015). One day that week, I wrote that “TJ
was very quiet but worked hard, it was obvious something was bothering him” (Field Note,
January 7, 2015). I asked TJ the next day at the captains’ meeting about his poor
communication and he indicated that it was due to his inability to make a shot (Field Note,
January 8, 2015), but he did not mention that he was also frustrated with something I did.
Likewise, TJ had two other major instances where he changed his leadership behavior
in a negative way as a result of interactions with me at practice. I dismissed TJ from practice on
January 15 when he refused to follow instructions after he disrespected me by disobeying a
direct order repeatedly and cursing at me at practice, and he finally left when I told him he
would not play over the weekend if he continued to disrespect me. I initiated contact that
evening with TJ by text message and asked him what was going on, and he said that “it was
frustration with [the scout team’s] effort” during practice (Field Note, January 15, 2015). I told
him that he represents us and his behavior was unacceptable, but that I loved him regardless.
He admitted fault and said he was sorry. I noted that TJ “was a little quiet” the next day and
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that he “worked really hard but probably wanted to be a little less vocal” after his decision from
the previous day (Field Note, January 16, 2015). Though TJ was much more vocal in postpractice team discussions throughout the season, he was quiet that day and “it was actually a
very awkward silence for quite a while” other than Kobe’s comments.
The other instance occurred during the last week of the regular season. I wrote that “TJ
pouted after I got on him for odd conversational communication during shell, and it got worse
(including some talk back) after I told him he made a poor cut on offense” (Field Note,
February 25, 2015). TJ indicated in his reflection, “Coach Mead tried making me look stupid
twice in practice. It pissed me off but I shouldn’t let him being a d-bag [emphasis his] affect my
energy. I was a negative influence on practice and affected other people in practice”
(Participant Journal, February 26, 2015). In each instance, TJ recognized the influence he had
as a leader when he made decisions based on his circumstances that affected his voice or
energy. He said that he felt those instances were a “setback” because he was “working all week
[in] practices and trying to lead good and then you take a step back because you just have a
horrible practice because of those things” (Interview 4, March 12, 2015).
TJ provided insight into some reasons why he got angry with me. TJ became very
passionate when discussing the incident that he believed I tried to make him look stupid:
You made me look stupid on that because I—I’m telling you what I did, it was not bad
at all. I literally—I started cutting in, I turned around ‘cause I saw Kobe and then
like—and then like somebody else, like, did something so I ran that way. It was not my
fault, 100% not my fault. … I’m telling you mentally it makes me so mad. Mental
things. Physically you can challenge me all the time. Just mentally, just not right there.
Not in front of everybody. You can do it like off to the side. That’s how I would coach
myself. (Interview 4, March 12, 2015)
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TJ had tremendous self-awareness to understand that challenging his mental understanding of
basketball was the cause of his anger. Interestingly, though, TJ’s reflection on his anger being
an excuse for poor leadership earlier in the interview did not influence his belief that he was
correct in his disregard for my instruction. Still, though, he wished that he could control his
anger at practice more effectively. I asked TJ what the hardest aspect of leading for him to
improve, and he stated, “Probably not showing my anger in front of the younger guys. My
frustration. ‘Cause you gotta be able to contain that as a leader.” TJ’s anger is paradoxically a
blessing and curse for his leadership; while he viewed his anger as a reason why he could
effectively energize and “hype” his team (Interview 3, January 3, 2015), it is also something he
regarded as a challenge for him when with his teammates.
TJ’s Focus on Reminders and the Mental Aspect of Leadership
One of the most poignant comments TJ made to me was how he does better when he is
reminded of leadership concepts regularly. He said his status as a leader never influences his
decision-making in aspects of life outside of basketball, such as his status as a student or
community member, because “it’s not a daily thing—not a daily conversation so it’s not on my
mind. What’s in my mind is basketball” (Interview 2, November 4, 2014). During the first part
of the season, when basketball was coming easily to him and he was playing well, it was easy
for him to lead because he could focus on it instead of fixing something else. He said that his
leadership is good when “we’re performing good” as a team and “it’s not bad but it’s not great”
when the team had setbacks (Interview 3, January 3, 2015). This was a true statement, as
evidenced by his struggles when he had disagreements with me. When he was struggling as a
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player, his leadership also suffered. After a weekend tournament where TJ did not shoot well
and our team played poorly, I noted that he did not come in to optional shooting to put in extra
work and he was not bringing much energy the entire week (Field Notes, January 20 and 22,
2015). Additionally, TJ had a week of poor practice energy and communication when he was
not making shots during practice (Field Notes, January 8 and 10, 2015).
Each instance where TJ experienced a lapse in one or more of his leadership concepts
concluded with something that reminded TJ of his role as a leader, such as a conversation with
a coach or a journal entry. This justified his preseason concern with making leadership a daily
conversation. For example, when TJ was struggling as a leader due to his poor shooting, my
assistant coach Ferdinand “talked to TJ about his poor attitude due to his shot, not sure what
was said, but TJ seemed better after it” (Field Note, January 10, 2015). I also had a
conversation about leadership with TJ after a game that he made four 3-pointers because “I felt
it was a good time to try to get his energy back on board” (Field Note, January 24, 2015). TJ
was back to bringing “a lot of energy” the next practice (Field Note, January 26, 2015).
A conversation I had with the entire group about commitment influenced TJ, who I
noted “seemed motivated by the speech since he took several days off,” to begin coming to
optional shooting workouts after several consecutive missed workouts (Field Note, February 3,
2015). He stayed for 20 minutes after practice working on his shot the next day (Field Note,
February 4, 2015) and reflected that he “should have come in to shoot” on the day practice was
cancelled due to school being closed because “leadership is partially an example and so I need
to do that” (Participant Journal, February 8, 2015). TJ, upon reflection, reiterated the
importance of being reminded to lead. Though halfway through the season he said he found
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writing did not help his ability to lead (Interview 3, January 3, 2015), he later said that his
journal entries were helpful reminders for his leadership:
Just going over like the writings kinda helped. Like reviewing what happened and
going back and trying not to let that happen. It’s like learning history. You learn
history to go—so you don’t repeat it. And that’s kinda what this did. Like if something
happened you gotta go learn it, learn what you did, and learn how to do it better by
thinking about it later. So that helped. (Interview 4, March 12, 2015)

Conclusion

TJ typically brought high levels of energy and focused communication to the team, in
addition to utilizing the relationships he built over the previous years to communicate outside
practice time. He thought about specific goals and altered his leadership behaviors to maximize
the likelihood of the team reaching those goals. TJ believed that he had a successful leadership
season that had some specific areas for growth. He perceived his energy and communication to
both be strengths, while he understood the need—and challenge—to become a better example
and not use excuses in the future despite the difficulty in changing this aspect of his character.
While he had several moments throughout the season where he struggled as a leader, he often
recovered after being reminded about his role as a leader. TJ learned by observation and also
started to develop skills to relate to younger players, including beginning to become a mentor to
some players. He was able to reflect on the lessons he learned from the season and understood
he occasionally needs reminders to effectively lead.

CHAPTER 7
KOBE’S STORY: LEADING THE LEADERS

This chapter focuses on the leadership story of Kobe. This chapter is longer than other
chapters due to Kobe’s role as the most vocal and experienced leader. Central to Kobe’s story
is his perception of his role as the primary leader of the team. As a result of accepting that role,
he was focused on accountability and he had much more dialogue with me than the other
captains. He also knew the end of his basketball career was close, so he had significant passion
for ensuring that the team was led well.
Kobe’s Views on Leadership
In order to understand Kobe’s viewpoint on leadership, it is vital to understand Kobe’s
perception of his role. Kobe viewed his job as leader to be the “most vocal leader” and to be the
“best example to everybody else” even though sometimes he felt like he failed in those tasks
(Interview 2, November 5, 2014). He took a long time to explain why he should be the best
example and tried to carefully choose his words in an apparent attempt to not seem arrogant:
I see myself as like the head captain, and I’ve been with the program the longest. So I
feel like … I know I should be the best example, and I feel like I’m just better at being a
leader than they are, so I’m the one that’s supposed to bring it all the time. And I feel
like I have different respect than most people, because they respect … Kyrie and
Damian primarily because they’re good players, but I feel … they respect me because
I’m a good player and I put in work. (Interview 2)
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Kobe had high standards for himself as a leader, including being able to lead the other captains.
He viewed himself as the head captain not just because he has been in the role since he was a
sophomore, but also because he believed that he had earned respect of peers through his
playing ability and work ethic in a deeper way than the other captains due to his consistency.
Inherent in his beliefs was the prerequisite that athletic leadership requires skill at the sport. But
explicitly, he believed that he had a responsibility to the team to intensely invest himself as a
leader by setting the example because it was in the best interest of the team. He invested in
becoming good at the sport and he had the leadership skill and experience, so it was imperative
to him to lead well to help the team win.
Kobe felt that his ability to lead had significantly changed over time and was brought
about by necessity. He said that his leadership style had evolved. He stated, “Before I got to
high school, I was always quiet and just tried to lead by example instead of being a vocal
leader” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). He said that is still a struggle when he is around new
people, but he has changed because he needed to:
I think I’ve been more willing to get outside my comfort zone. As I’ve gotten older and
as I’ve gotten more accustomed to seeing the need for a leader in situations around me,
and I just feel like I feel like I am just more comfortable going out of my way to be the
best leader I can be. (Interview 1)
He said he naturally avoided “trying to intervene too much into others.” Kobe, however
unnatural it may have been to him, changed his philosophy of leadership due to the
circumstances and believed that his main responsibility as a leader was to challenge the team to
be the best they could be. As a result, he was frequently described as a vocal leader by his
peers. He said that he realized “the need for a leader in every group of people,” and he believed
that this group needed him. In particular, Kobe indicated that though he wanted to be positive
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during his upcoming season, he also understood his role to be to “keep everyone on task and
help everybody remember what we’re trying to accomplish even on days when we don’t really
feel like giving it all we got” (Interview 2, November 5, 2014).
Since Kobe valued improvement and dedication, it is not surprising that he believed in a
growth mindset with leadership. He mentioned past experiences, maturity, and observation as
reasons for his development. He said, “Seeing other people around me lead well and I kind of
try to make their habits my own” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). It is highly likely that each of
these played a significant role in his development as a leader, but Kobe spoke exclusively of
direct instruction from coaches, including me, about leadership in general and in particular
instances when discussing his development. He noted that coaches at a leadership basketball
camp taught giving reminders, doing things the right way, and providing examples of how to
coach teammates well. He also stated that I aided his leadership development:
When you did the leadership class, that kind of got me started to think of how to be a
leader. Before that I hadn’t thought about it at all, I just went with my own thing. And
when you would give me tips on how you thought I should help coach my teammates
and everything. And that kind of all just eventually started to come together and made
me think about everything more. (Interview 1)
Kobe indicated through his response that explicit instruction on leadership from a class I taught
as a freshman caused him to think about himself as a leader. Then, he learned from mentorcoaches about specific techniques that he began to implement in appropriate situations as he
became more comfortable and matured in his role as a leader. As another example, he
described subtle growth from August to November by “picking when to get on people and
when to let things just happen” as a result of “getting older and being able to have seen things
more and just knowing how to handle situations” (Interview 2, November 5, 2014).
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One specific preseason example indicating Kobe’s decision-making as a leader and his
perceptions of his growth involved a situation with TJ and Ishmael, a student who did not make
the basketball team—and it was fairly obvious that he was not going to earn a spot on the team
to most players who had been involved in the program. At an open gym, TJ and Ishmael were
upset at each other because TJ was repeatedly telling Ishmael about his mistakes, and Ishmael
appeared to want to start a fight with TJ. Kobe stopped Ishmael and quickly yelled at him to
leave, then talked to TJ later. He noted that he had to say something because he didn’t “want
that type of stuff happening in the program” and he knew the other captains would not say
anything. He also said, “I knew if you were the first one to say something [Ishmael] would just
get even more pissed.” He reflected on the experience and his growth:
I talked to TJ later because it would have probably embarrassed him if I talked to him in
front of a bunch of people so I know I need to talk to him when he was alone. And he’s
a lot more accepting of things from me when I tell him stuff and he’s not feeling like
pressure to listen to what everybody else is saying at the same time—or to think about
what anybody else thinks about what I’m telling him. … I know now it doesn’t really
do much good sit there and scream at him in the face. Because people just get even
more pissed. And that way, now if there comes an extreme situation, like a really bad
one and I do have to yell or something, then it actually means something rather than if I
just yell all the time. (Interview 2, November 5, 2014)
Kobe reflected that he was able to integrate concepts that he had learned from coaches with
past experiences where people did not respond well to his method of leadership. As a result, he
was able to diffuse a difficult situation, influence TJ to lead in a more positive manner, and
make it clear that he would not tolerate that behavior in our program.
Based on the comments that Kobe made throughout his introductory interviews, he
believed that leadership encompasses five major concepts: setting an example, inspiring vision,
using voice, providing energy, and building relationship. Kobe typically indicated that setting
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an example and inspiring vision were important when he was asked theoretical questions. For
him to be an athletic leader, he said, “It means to make those around me better because of the
way I am helping them do our collective job together” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). When
defining leadership, Kobe focused on those same concepts when he stated that a leader should
“be someone that’s a good example for the rest of the people on the team and to influence the
rest of the people around you to act the same way you do” (Interview 2, November 5, 2014).
He commented on his ability to be an example and inspire vision:
I feel that most of the time I do set a good example. Like more times than not, I’m
working hard and I’m doing what I would want other people to do on the team to make
sure we all get to where we want to get. … Especially since I’ve gotten older—I feel
like I’m good at motivating people and getting them to—if they’re not quite feeling it
that day, getting them to say, “Alright, we need to pick it up a little bit” … telling them
this is what we’re trying to do and we’ve gotta put in the work now if we want to get
there.
Kobe also wrote that the most important things for him to do as a leader during his
senior season were to set an example and model proper behaviors because he would be watched
by his peers. This was important because he wanted to define practices according to his vision.
He said, “I need to remain focussed [sic] during practice so that others will follow my lead. I
need to go all out as much as possible because everyone looks to me as to how the identity of
practices should go” (Participant Journal, November 9, 2014). He felt that he has the ability to
set the example because players respect him “because of what they’ve seen me do and effort
I’ve put into the team and how much they know I care about how well the team does and how
well they all do personally” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). As a result, if he set an example
and led well, “we’ll be more likely to be much more consistent with our work ethic and the
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purpose with which we go through things, especially during practice” (Interview 2, November
5, 2014).
Kobe also believed in the value of using voice as a leader. He continued his thought on
what it meant to lead by stating, “It involves me giving a lot of positive encouragement and
then giving constructive criticism when it’s needed” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). Kobe
discussed his ability to communicate when describing both his areas of strength and weakness
as a leader. About his strengths, he identified:
I feel like I’m good at giving positive tips to others and giving positive coaching and
reminders to others and I know how to say things … in a positive way to get them into a
right state of mind to where they can do it better next time rather than … where they’ll
just kind of shut down. (Interview 1)
Kobe, however, found that his strength as a vocal leader was directly related to his work ethic.
On days when he was not working as hard as he could, he said, “I don’t feel like I have the
right to be leading people and telling people where to go to do things… if I’m not working as
hard as I can, I don’t feel like I should be telling people how to work” (Interview 2, November
5, 2014). He also perceived himself to struggle as a vocal leader, similar to TJ, when he was
struggling to play as well as he would like:
I think I need to make sure I put more focus on being a really good leader even when
things aren’t going well for me. I’ve struggled with that in the past. I have to put aside
my own goals and ambitions or feelings on stuff to go more towards the goals and
ambitions and attitude of the team rather than myself. (Interview 1, August 24, 2014)
Another concept that Kobe mentioned when describing leadership was bringing energy.
He described energy as a combination of other leadership concepts in a way that is directed for
motivating the team; he said bringing energy is “to communicate really well and especially if I
see that there’s, like, a down practice, I have to be the one that’s, like, working as hard as I can
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so that way everyone else will follow my lead” (Interview 3, January 2, 2015). He set a goal for
the season to “be the spark plug to get everyone going at practices” (Interview 2, November 5,
2014). Kobe felt that he struggled with consistency in bringing energy in the past because,
while there were some days he believed he was “a really, really good leader,” there were other
days when he “was too tired to be a good leader and it’s just a mental thing.” In order to change
his energy level, he stated, “I have to think about it more because when it’s happening, I don’t
normally even notice that it’s happening until halfway through practice or after practice…
‘cause if I think about it then I’ll get myself to do it.” He also mentioned that he learned to find
balance in bringing energy as he matured. As a sophomore, his first high school experience as a
leader coming back from the leadership basketball camp was “just trying to bring so much
energy all the time and it just sometimes ended up getting on a lot of people’s nerves”
(Interview 1, August 24, 2014). He equated this with the energetic leadership style that TJ was
using. Two years later, Kobe stated that he felt that he was “getting to a nice median to where I
need to be” with his energy “in terms of when to bring energy and when to just kind of go with
the flow and give the needed reminders and everything and not overdoing it.”
Finally, Kobe stressed the importance of leaders building relationships with their
teammates. He said,
I think you just have to get to know everyone around you in a certain way so that way
you have a trust level for each other, where they know that you care about them—that
you will try to do the best thing for them—that you’re not just in it for yourself but you
value how things go for them too. (Interview 1, August 24, 2014)
When he was a sophomore, he “focused more on trying to be everybody’s friend and getting
everyone to trust me” (Interview 2, November 5, 2014). Since he developed those relationships,
he believed he was able to more effectively lead. For his senior season, he referenced the
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relationships he built with the other captains, especially, as important for leading the team
(Interview 1, August 24, 2014). For example, he recalled an instance during his junior season
when his “best friend Kyrie” was “acting really dumb during a practice” and that he “had to get
on his case.” He said that he treated him like “any other teammate” who acted that way and
they were “really mad at each other for a while,” but the relationship allowed them to recover
as friends despite the friction caused by the basketball-related criticism. As noted earlier, TJ
particularly appreciated the relationship that Kobe had with him as he was learning to lead. As
the season progressed, he also mentioned several text messaging conversations with teammates
that were designed to encourage them and build relational trust (Interview 3, January 2, 2015).
In summary, Kobe conceptualized leadership as a combination of setting an example,
inspiring vision, using voice, providing energy, and building relationship. He understood his
leadership ability as a growth process that began with instruction from adults and continued as
he was mentored through experiential learning. When he was younger, he felt compelled to go
outside of his previous comfort zone to lead the group since the group needed a vocal leader,
and as a result he gained experience and skill to the point where he was supposed to be the best
leader on the team. As a result, he viewed his role as being the “head captain” (Interview 2,
November 5, 2015) and he held himself responsible for shaping the identity of the team through
his leadership.
Kobe’s Season Narrative
Kobe’s season narrative is structured along six main themes. First, Kobe’s ability to set
an example is described and analyzed. Second, Kobe’s improvement as a vocal leader is
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analyzed. Third, Kobe’s relationship with me and its influence on his leadership is analyzed.
Fourth, I analyze Kobe’s focus on accountability and his ability to inspire vision. Fifth, Kobe’s
improvement as a leader is analyzed according to his focus on passion and the finality of his
career. Sixth, his development as a leader due to reflection is discussed and analyzed.
Kobe Setting an Example
Though Kobe was typically a model for his peers and exhibited great leadership
throughout the season, Kobe was highly inconsistent as a leader during the first week of
practice. Kobe started the year recovering from a thumb injury he sustained about two weeks
prior to the first practice. He did not participate in any contact drills until the third day of
practice. When he started competing in contact drills, he did a great job leading by example
and, again, made a comment to the other starting players following an offensive drill that “if we
[screen like] this and make it a habit, we can score 30 points just off our offense on easy shots”
(Field Note, November 12, 2014). But the remainder of the week, Kobe allowed his
performance to influence his ability to lead. I had several conversations with him, notably after
a day where he played poorly and started cursing at himself loudly. I wrote, “Talked with
[Kobe] about discipline and confidence, and how it parlays as a leader, [told him] ‘I have a lot
of faith in you’” (Field Note, November 13, 2015).
Concluding the first week was one of Kobe’s worst moments of the year. He made a
great comment to the underclassmen during a team huddle, saying, “If you are afraid to say
something because you’re younger, don’t be, if you’re right, call us out if we aren’t working
hard” (Field Note, November 15, 2014). But, near the end of practice, he injured his ankle
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during the three-on-three tournament and “threw a tantrum” which included hitting chairs and
telling me “in front of the entire program it is my fault” (Field Note, November 15, 2014).
Kobe noted that he “had an outburst” because he “thought Coach purposely didn’t call a foul”
when someone blatantly shoved him, and that he “yelled at coach which set a bad example for
the program” (Participant Journal, November 17, 2014). I reflected on the event:
I indicated my displeasure with his choice of tone and setting for a disagreement with
me. I told him he is always free to have an issue but it must be at the appropriate time
and place. … I also said I was not leading appropriately since I did not treat him like
most players and repremand [sic] him instantly. I said I didn’t uphold my commitment,
and I was letting him down by not doing so because he needs to be held accountable.
(Coach Journal, November 18, 2014)
Kobe also said he was sorry for the incident (Field Note, November 15, 2014). During the first
week, Kobe essentially was the same leader he indicated he was from previous seasons in his
interviews. Most of the time he was a good leader, but when things were not going well for
him, he would lose his voice or start to focus more on himself than the team.
We had another discussion about our relationship the next day via text messaging, and
we both reassured each other that we were fine and that we were focused on the team.
Following the incident and those conversations, Kobe apparently reflected and rededicated
himself to his goals for leadership improvement he committed to prior to the season. When I
asked him how he was leading after personal struggles, he said, “There’s a couple times when I
haven’t done very well at that, but overall I’m improving” (Interview 3, January 2, 2015).
There was one more practice that Kobe thought he “acted really immature” and his energy level
was not to his standards due to his performance (Participant Journal, December 20, 2014), but
otherwise he was a model of consistency in leading by example and his focus. Though Kobe
regretted some other decisions he made throughout the course of the season, none of them were
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due to his personal performance or personal circumstances influencing his energy. He said at
the conclusion of the season that he “was pretty consistent with, my focus during practice”
throughout the year and that he only had a few lapses (Interview 4, March 13, 2015). I did not
make another note about Kobe’s leadership suffering due to personal circumstances for the rest
of the season.
Kobe was trying to lead by example more consistently. Even with Kobe bringing
considerable energy and communication from the sideline, he was so consistent in his practice
effort that I wrote it was “probably not a coincidence that Kobe not practicing for a few days
leads to our energy decreasing” (Field Note, January 16, 2015). His example included
additional work outside of practice time and fighting through pain during drills at practice; I
wrote that Kobe made it a habit to stay after practice to work on his shot and that “he is trying
to lead by example better this year it seems, not sitting out as much [during practice]” (Field
Note, December 28, 2014). The last month of the season, Kobe came in after practice almost
every evening for at least 30 minutes—sometimes as long as two hours—to take extra shots.
Even on a day where the roads were dangerous due to a blizzard that caused over 18 inches of
snow to fall in Riverfront, Kobe came in to school and shot for over 90 minutes (Field Note,
February 1, 2015).
One area that Kobe believed he struggled leading by example was his ability to lead the
team on the court during games. Part of this struggle was due to a change in his offensive role
on the team. As a sophomore and junior, Kobe was the main scorer for the team; as a senior,
however, Kyrie and Damian were both equally capable of scoring points for our team. As a
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result, Kobe’s role in leading the team during games changed, and he talked about his struggle
adjusting to it halfway through the season:
[In-game leadership is] something I need to improve on… Well, I think my main job is
to get us to—give us reminders to execute and try to get us, especially if we’ve been
having a few bad possessions we need to just run our offense for a good 30 seconds or
so and get an easy shot…. Looking back, I just probably wasn’t proactive enough in
having us take the time to run the offense. (Interview 3, January 2, 2015)
He said that he occasionally did not effectively lead by example in this area because he would
sometimes “take a quick shot himself” (Interview 3). I had one other conversation with Kobe
about in-game leadership with offensive execution, and he mentioned that he was doing his
best to get his teammates to work on executing our offensive system in a game that we were
winning by a large margin (Field Note, February 24, 2015). But, he was dissatisfied with his
ability to get his teammates to play within the system on that day.
Kobe had positive recollections on his ability to lead by example throughout the season.
He attributed his leadership accomplishments to the general cohesiveness of the team inspired
by a common vision of success and his relationships that he developed with his teammates over
several years. He said,
I feel like I did a pretty good job for the most part. I felt like I brought energy to most
practices and set a good example for everyone to see and I feel like I was able to
motivate everybody most of the time. … The team was made up of a bunch of guys that
I feel trust me for the most part and we all pretty much bought into the program.
(Interview 4, March 13, 2015)
He believed he did “pretty well” at setting an example for the team to follow and was “pretty
consistent with his focus” (Interview 4).
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Kobe’s Use of Voice

One of the obvious differences in Kobe’s leadership between his junior and senior
seasons was the comfort with which he utilized his voice to instruct his teammates. Like his
ability to set an example, though, he was inconsistent throughout the first week. He
demonstrated excellent vocal leadership throughout the first day, including an impassioned
prompt to his teammates before a drill started to “close out for real in this drill” because he
wanted that skill to be much improved from last year (Field Note, November 10, 2014). By the
second day, though, Kobe’s intensity was down and his communication was “occasional”
(Field Note, November 11, 2014). He was not making shots during shooting drills, either, so he
was focused on his performance. I noted,
Kobe let shooting and boredom not competing in 5 on 5 affect his leadership voice. I
addressed after practice, saying “why did you let shot affect your leadership?” He got
mildly defensive, saying “I know, I won’t let it happen again.”
After the first week, Kobe was very consistent as a vocal leader. He often provided
coaching during drills to advise the younger players, as well, such as telling the underclassmen
to “go up to the front faster” if the team wanted to attain the goal in a shooting drill (Field Note,
November 14, 2014) and giving them “solid advice on how to fix a mess up” by not
compounding a mistake with poor effort (Field Note, November 17, 2014). Kobe was not as
positive with his ability to lead the sophomores. He said,
I feel like I haven’t done a really good job leading the sophomores. … When I have
been around them I probably haven’t done a very good job of encouraging them as
much as I should and communicating with them. (Interview 3, January 2, 2015)
Kobe’s use of voice was more often utilized toward the players who played often in games. On
one particular day, he was upset at the way that our starters were screening during a full court
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scrimmage, so he “gave about a one minute coaching talk to the rotation guys about screening
execution during [a full court drill], which was really solid and showed growth” (Field Note,
December 8, 2014). His voice was even more prominent when he was not participating; when
he had knee tendon pain and sat out of a defensive drill, he “focused on being vocal when he
was out” and provided positive feedback to teammates who did their jobs effectively while
offering constructive criticism to players who needed to do something differently (Field Note,
February 5, 2015).
His voice also was significantly different from past seasons during team huddles. After
our team made commitments to what we would do at practices, nearly every practice I would
ask the team for their thoughts on our ability to uphold our commitments. Kobe consistently
summarized his thoughts and provided voice, even if it was not popular. For example, when I
asked if our team was the hardest working team in the state during practice, Kobe often
responded in the negative or by saying that it was “up and down” (Field Note, November 17,
2014). There were two instances during the season that Kobe gave impassioned post-practice
speeches to his team about the importance of bringing energy and work ethic to practice:
I invited comments from the team, and Kobe spoke up. He said that we committed to
doing things the right way at the beginning of the season but we, as a team, haven’t
been doing it ever since we lost. … After he finished, there was a long silence and
nobody else spoke up, probably because they knew he was right. (Coach Journal,
January 18, 2015)
The other instance occurred before the conference championship game, when Kobe challenged
his teammates to change their behavior if we want to have a chance to win the conference after
a practice full of people pouting. (Field Note, February 25, 2015)
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This behavior from Kobe occurred in group settings during and after games, as well. At
halftime of a midseason tournament championship game, I wrote,
Kobe, Damian, and TJ basically did all the instructing in terms of the focus we had to
have entering the 2nd half… Kobe especially is getting much better at communicating
his ability to see the game from the court to his peers. (Field Note, December 30, 2014)
He had a great locker room talk after our midseason loss to City Lutheran, as well, about
“practicing hard and accountability” so that we did not experience another loss (Field Note,
January 13, 2015). On another occasion, at halftime of a game Damian and Kobe were
“essential” in communicating a defensive adjustment to help us stop a play by the other team
that was giving our team trouble (Field Note, January 30, 2015). Kobe also used group settings
to praise teammates and bring levity. Following a win in a midseason tournament, Kobe
specifically mentioned how TJ and Rayjon played exceptionally well and “step up” when we
needed it; I wrote that was “such great positive team building for guys who get less publicity”
(Field Note, December 27, 2014). Finally, after the win in the conference championship game
against City Lutheran, Kobe “refocused us while having fun” by writing in big letters the goals
we have accomplished and the goals we still have waiting for us” on the whiteboard in the
locker room following the on-court celebration (Field Note, February 27, 2015).
Kobe also focused on using the relationships that he had built with his teammates to aid
him as a leader. My personal favorite anecdote involved a conversation he had with TJ the day
the newspaper reporter interviewed him for the preseason article; I wrote, “I told Kobe to tell
TJ he worked hard to earn the article, to encourage TJ since he was concerned about John’s
reaction. Kobe said he already did, which made me smile” (Coach Journal, November 25,
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2014). He recalled two other instances that he used his friendships with players to give pieces
of feedback to build their confidence:
After Evan got hurt but he was bringing, like, really good energy to practices for a
while, I texted him a couple times reminding him how much he’s helping us by bringing
energy and still being really involved with the team even though, like, he’s hurt. I
texted TJ after he played really well in the… game. Told him great job, like, you’re
helping our team a lot. When he plays well we’re a totally different team. So I made
sure he knew that. (Interview 3, January 2, 2015)
Kobe also commented on his improved relationship with Rayjon, in addition to the preexisting
relationships he had with other players, and the influence it had on Rayjon’s effort.
My relationship with Rayjon has improved a lot lately especially compared to what it
was at the beginning of the season. This allows me to talk to him more about ways he
can improve his game and help the team. This has helped him build alot [sic] more trust
in me so that he values what I say and wants to hear me out. (Participant Journal,
December 28, 2014)
Not only did Kobe indicate that he originally started playing sports to make friends, but Kobe
said that relationships help his leadership. He thought that his positive friendships and
relationships “made things easier when [he] wanted to talk about something or, like, resolve
something” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
Kobe’s Relationship with Me: Helping Each Other Lead
Throughout the course of four years together, Kobe and I learned to trust in each other.
This trust can be effectively illustrated with an anecdote from early in the season when Rayjon
and John were unresponsive to my coaching and were being disrespectful to both the captains
and me. I wrote that I let the incident “slide” and that Kobe came up to me during a water break
to “hold me accountable for treating everyone the same” (Field Note, November 25, 2014).
Kobe said that after a player was “being really selfish and blaming others for all his mistakes,”
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he talked to me about holding him accountable “just like everyone else on our team”
(Participant Journal, November 25, 2014). I recalled:
I really appreciate the relationship that has developed over the years with Kobe. …
During the water break after the most relevant drill … Kobe talked to me about my
commitment to hold everyone to our standard and not change expectations based on
potential ramifications. Kobe’s leadership of me was great and it emboldened me to do
the right thing. … I talked about this with all the captains afterward and discussed how
appreciative I was of the accountability and want them to feel comfortable doing it.
(Coach Journal, November 30, 2014)
After the season ended, he indicated that he thought “it was kinda killing our practice and we
only had so many days to get better” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015). Since that was the case,
and he felt it “would work out better” if I addressed it instead of him, he decided to talk to me
at the water break.
Our relationship involved communication and the ability to help each other lead the
team. His comfort communicating with his coach to offer suggestions at appropriate times
demonstrated an amount of maturity in his ability to lead that is rare among high school
athletes. He sent me a text message after we won an overtime game by two points that we
needed to be more aggressive on offense, which was reinforcement of my belief after talking to
my assistant coach, Ferdinand. This prompted me to devise an offensive drill where we were
required to be more aggressive and shoot good shots more often. I asked Kobe about the
effectiveness of that drill, and he thought it was beneficial (Field Note, February 16, 2015). On
another occasion, Kobe suggested a defensive matchup switch at halftime as our team was
returning to the floor:
Kobe suggested… putting him on [an opposing player] since TJ got a technical so he
was sitting. I was hesitant, but he convinced me. He held [that player] scoreless in the
2nd half and Mario was better guarding someone else. Really good communication by
him to help us compete. (Field Note, February 20, 2015)
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He also communicated with me outside of on-court situations in such a way to motivate
me by building my confidence and morale. During my first journal entry writing about TJ’s
positive reinforcement text to me, I reflected on the value of hearing positive comments from
players and wrote down a text message Kobe sent me on the evening of September 23, 2014
when I opened the gym for him to shoot a basketball and do a baseball workout, which was one
of the most motivational comments I received in my life:
Hey coach just thought I’d let you know that nights like tonight when you stay there and
help me with basketball and baseball late when you’re not feeling well are reasons why
our team is so successful. You try to give me credit for the turn around [sic] but most of
it is you being selfless and it rubs off on the whole team. Just thought I’d let you know
the impact you’re making. (Coach Journal, November 18, 2014)
In addition to offering suggestions for basketball-related adjustments and encouraging me,
Kobe believed that his role in leading me involved holding me accountable to my commitments
and “the things [I] wanted to be and, like, accomplish” (Interview 3, January 2, 2015). He also
understood his role as a leader to communicate personnel issues with me:
Probably my job is to give suggestions on certain ways to handle things. And if
someone on the team is not acting the way we want people in our program to act, I ask
you about if we should do something differently about it. Usually I do that when no one
else is around. (Interview 3)
Conversely, Kobe reflected numerous times on instances where my conversations with
him influenced his leadership. Kobe commented on discussions he had with Ferdinand and me
about situations that occurred during the season and its influence on his ability to lead:
[They] made me think about … the way other teammates act and maybe why they act
that way. … Well, like the one with Ferdinand—for that day I basically had given up
trying to motivate Damian because he just wouldn’t do anything. And it just kinda
helps me like remember that if we wanted to be successful we had to just keep trying
even if it didn’t work at first. … [It made me think about] the mindset I have to have
going into practices and stuff. (Interview 4)
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Another example Kobe referenced was a day that I was sick and was unable to coach the team
since I did not come to school that day. All I could do was sit on the side at practice. I sent a
text message to Kobe that he needed to bring energy and lead well, and that “really helped
[Kobe] focus in on leading” that day (Participant Journal, December 3, 2014). I would
occasionally converse with him about the way the team was practicing, and he would take it to
heart. He wrote that his “relationship with coach really helped shape the way our practice was
the other day” because “we had discussed before hand [sic] that our practices had been awful
and he and I needed to bring energy to practice so we could get back on track as a team”
(Participant Journal, January 22, 2015). On another occasion, Kobe and I talked about
Damian’s effort and I said that we have to address it rather than just discuss it (Field Note,
January 7, 2015). Kobe reflected on this conversation by writing,
Yesterday Coach and I had a conversation about the lack of effort and this caused me to
realize if I commit to be a leader, I must commit to holding everyone accountable no
matter who they are. Coach sets an example by holding me accountable. (Participant
Journal, January 8, 2015)
One of the major points of discussion I had with Kobe over the course of the season was
holding people accountable for their commitments to the team and to themselves. As a team
and as individuals, we write commitment statements indicating the types of behaviors and
attitudes we commit to upholding throughout the season. Not only did Kobe occasionally hold
me accountable for my failure to uphold my commitment to treat players fairly without regard
to potential consequences, Kobe also focused on his responsibility and goal as a leader to hold
his peers accountable to their commitments. He indicated that he determines how to proceed
with accountability based on the situation. He said, “If the person would, like, accept it better
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from me than I say something. If the person would accept it better from you, then I tell you”
(Interview 3, January 2, 2015).
Kobe’s Focus on Accountability and an Inability to Inspire Vision
As the self-perceived head captain of the team, Kobe was focused on holding his peers
accountable to their commitments. There were several opportunities for Kobe to use his ability
to build relationships with teammates to influence their behavior and hold them accountable for
their commitments. The day that TJ got ejected from practice for his cursing and refusal to
listen to me, I “told Kobe to address it at the girls basketball game, he said he already sent a
text, telling TJ he was totally wrong” (Field Note, January 15, 2015). Another example he
wrote about involved motivating a teammate “who hadn’t put in any extra work all season” to
stay after practice and come in on optional shooting days (Participant Journal, February 8,
2015). He had “a conversation with him about it” and was discouraged at first because “it
seemed like it didn’t work,” but he recorded that “after a few days he started coming in.”
It was a struggle for Kobe to consistently maintain the level of accountability with his
peers that he desired as a leader. In addition to the previously mentioned instance about failing
to hold Damian accountable for his effort, Kobe reflected on another instance where he
believed he should hold Damian accountable for his work ethic:
Coach Ferdinand called me out on how I am trying to influence our most talented player
who has not been working hard. This helps me remember that I have to motivate or try
to motivate my teammates all the time. (Participant Journal, December 10, 2014)
Kobe reflected that his ability to lead Damian and hold him accountable was a struggle. He
indicated that he had not “been doing a very good job” and said, “When he’s not really doing

141
what he’s supposed to do, if I say anything to him, if I try to get him going, it doesn’t really
change his actions very much” (Interview 3, January 2, 2015). When asked if he had thought of
the best ways to get him to change his actions, he said he had thought about it many times and
said, “I’ve come up with nothing.”
Kobe also struggled holding other captains accountable for their commitments as
captains. Kobe was growing as a leader by continuing to lead with energy and communication
when it was challenging. His struggle, though, was getting other captains to follow his lead and
aid him with the burden during periods of time where the team had poor chemistry. For
example, I wrote that “Kobe is practically trying to carry the leadership load. I have been
communicating with him about how to talk to the other captains. He thinks Damian is the key
to getting the team back on track” (Field Note, January 22, 2015). Examples of conversations
about Damian were catalogued earlier in this section. Kobe and I had conversations such as
these, either about work ethic or effort of other captains, almost weekly during the second half
of the season, either about practice energy or getting players to commit to putting in extra work.
This even happened during the practice the day before the conference championship game,
where I noted that “it is obvious that Kobe is trying to lead the other core guys to do what they
are supposed to do, but is having a hard time” (Field Note, February 26, 2015). Though we
discussed this situation together many times and Kobe had multiple conversations with the
other captains inside and outside of practice time, there was no noticeable change during most
practices once effort by others started to drop. It appeared that Kobe struggled to convey his
vision for the team effectively enough to change his teammates’ behavior the way he wanted.
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Conversely, Kobe had some instances where he was pleased with his decisions to hold
his teammates accountable. He shouted at Luther on the way to the locker room at halftime of a
game because Luther was talking to a player on the other team in a derogatory way. Kobe said,
“I told him we can’t have him being immature during the game and being a distraction to other
people. I told him in varsity basketball you need to act mature and don’t draw attention to
yourself” (Interview 3, January 2, 2015). He believed he was correct in challenging the
behavior, but wished that he “would have just, more talked to him about it instead of, like,
yelled at him” because it “probably would have connected with him better.” He had another
instance later in the season where he was challenging a teammate and responded in a way that
he was proud of:
On Thursday, the day before a game, I was holding someone accountable on not talking
back to coach, and he responded by yelling at me. Usually I would have called him out
and yelled back, but I decided to let it go and address it after the drill, and by then my
teammate had cooled down and apologized. This shows how I’ve matured as a leader.
(Participant Journal, January 31, 2015)
This form of holding his peers accountable was something he learned as he progressed
throughout the season. He said, “with, like, this group of guys… the more relaxed approach I
took to things and, like, addressing things with them—probably the better it worked out”
(Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
Kobe’s Leadership Development Motivated by Passion and the End of His Career
One reason Kobe cited for his improved focus was his belief that his energy was vital
for practices to be successful. As mentioned earlier, he had a passion for leading the team

143
because he felt it was his responsibility as the head captain, and he felt that his energy was vital
for the team’s success:
I’ve noticed that a big part of me being a leader is just I have to bring energy all the
time to practices because we don’t really have any other guys, or maybe like only one
or two that are just going to step up and bring energy constantly so I have to do my best
to bring energy and kinda like get everybody else going. (Interview 3, January 2, 2015)
Kobe often spoke of experience and maturity, in addition to his realization that his
energy was important, as reasons for his improvement and focus as a leader. But, another
aspect that undoubtedly motivated him to lead well was his understanding that his career would
end at the conclusion of the season. When he was asked about goals before the season, he
stated that it “would be really fun to go as far as we can” and prefaced the comment by stating
it would be his final season ever playing basketball (Interview 1, August 24, 2014). Kobe
settled into a rhythm after the initial week, when he was frustrated with his performance, to the
point that his personal performance rarely affected his communication with his teammates. In
the middle of the second week of practice, I wrote that “Kobe is really starting to take
ownership of the team from a leadership standpoint” because “he is vocalizing issues with kids
as they happen” (Field Note, November 20, 2014). I commented about a month later, “Kobe is
so consistent right now in terms of his leadership voice. Today is no exception” (Field Note,
December 17, 2014). This was true whether he was participating or not, because on several
occasions I noted how “active vocally” Kobe was from the sideline with “energy, insight, and
coaching” if he was recovering from an injury (Field Notes, January 15 and February 4, 2015).
Kobe had shown so much development as a leader over his high school career, but it
was much more obvious to me how significant the difference was between his junior and senior
seasons. I asked Kobe about that, and made note of the conversation I had concerning his focus
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on finishing his career well. I wrote, “I had a text conversation with Kobe about ‘seeing the end
staring you in the face’ and how it changes you. His leadership vocally has been more
passionate in the last few days” (Field Note, January 16, 2015). The conversation was
incredibly revealing as to the increase in motivation that occurred:
I spoke with Kobe by text this week about the idea of the end of your career lighting a
spark. He said that it definitely makes a difference and that he is more focused than ever
to put in extra work and stay driven to make practices all they can be. … I told him that
since Kyrie will be playing [basketball] in college, it isn’t the same as it is for Will or
him, and especially him since he put in so much work to get to this point and it will all
end very soon. (Coach Journal, January 18, 2015)
This trend toward extra effort and communication started near the beginning of the season, but
it continued to get more noticeable as the season progressed; two weeks later, I made another
comment that “Kobe is becoming more vocal as I think he realizes more every day that his
career is coming to an end” (Field Note, January 31, 2015).
Kobe’s Leadership Development Through Reflection
He believed that he learned a tremendous amount about leadership over the course of
his four years as a basketball player in high school, commenting that he became more mature as
a leader and learned how to “handle things in the right way.” But Kobe did not recall much
change in his leadership throughout the season. Due to Kobe’s status as a leader in the program
for several years, the friendships he had developed with players, and the core members of the
team staying the same for three years, Kobe felt that his “relationships with all the guys were
pretty set in stone” and he did not have to change his role as a leader much.
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Despite his belief that his role was relatively constant throughout the season, he did
reference a minor change in the way he approached people at practice as a result of the amount
of time he spent with everyone over several years as a varsity player:
I was probably a little less vocal, especially in public in front of everybody this year,
and I think that’s partly cause we’ve been around each other so much and partly
because it had gotten to the point where if, especially later in the season, they had heard
it so much they were either gonna just do it or they weren’t. (Interview 4, March 13,
2015)
The thought process on how to engage teammates who were acting contrary to Kobe’s beliefs
on work ethic, the team’s culture, or the team’s commitments was one of the most significant
changes for Kobe throughout the season. He wanted to “find a middle ground” between the
extremes of “go[ing] with the flow” and giving “the needed reminders and everything and not
overdoing it” (Interview 1, August 24, 2014) at the beginning of the season. As the season
progressed, he indicated that he was learning how to lead in that way:
I think you kinda have to pick your spots. It’s easy to yell at [the underclassmen] a lot
because they do so much immature stuff that just fires you up kind of. But you have to
like yell when it’s appropriate because then it means more to them and you have to just
kind of talk with them. I think, more of the better way would be to – most of the time,
would be to talk to them and get on them but not like make it so animated like that.
(Interview 3, January 2, 2015)
Another aspect of his decision to communicate in private was based on how he perceived the
difference in some of his teammates’ mindsets from his own. He referenced that the more
relaxed approach was beneficial in order to most effectively serve his teammates, “since the
whole team had their idea of working hard and then there was my idea of working hard”
(Interview 4, March 13, 2015). He believed that by the end of the season it would be
challenging to get players who had not bought into his understanding of work ethic to change
much, so it was more important to have private conversations rather than public outbursts.
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Kobe said that the journal writing exercises were beneficial to him as a leader because it
forced him to “rethink situations” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015). If he believed he made a
mistake, the reflection would allow him to think of a different course of action in the future for
a similar situation. He also indicated, “When I do something right it kind of reinforces it”
(Interview 3, January 2, 2015). Despite this, he noted that the “probability of me [writing about
leadership in college] is probably low” despite the benefits he perceived (Interview 4, March
13, 2015).
Kobe believed that his leadership experience in high school basketball would positively
influence his ability to lead in the future. He did not think it would matter much for his high
school baseball team because “it’s harder to lead that team… ‘cause like two people are
motivated” (Interview 4, March 13, 2015). Since being a leader was being “able to motivate
everyone around you to achieve a goal that the whole team wants to achieve,” it made sense
that he would believe leading that team would be challenging. But, he reflected on the
leadership development he experienced over a four year period as beneficial for early in his
collegiate baseball career:
It’ll help me a lot going into college. … I think I’ve kinda learned how to better try to
lead when I’m younger. … When I get to college I’ll be the youngest one for the first
couple of years. And I think that being really positive to everyone and being a really
good example for others will help me kinda lead without being the younger jerk that
everyone doesn’t like. (Interview 4)
He believed that his ability to lead as an upperclassman in college would be similar to his
junior and senior seasons of basketball where he could motivate, inspire vision, and set a good
example. Kobe believed that his experience would help him “be, like, smart” about leadership
and know “when to vocalize things and when to… just kinda let things go.”
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Conclusion

To summarize Kobe’s season, he experienced tremendous growth as a vocal leader and
as a leader by example following a very inconsistent first week. Kobe deemed that his
leadership was successful “for the most part” throughout the season (Interview 4, March 13,
2015) because he earned his teammates trust and led with his voice and through example. He
also believed he struggled leading his team on the court in games, working with younger
players, and motivating the other captains to get out of slumps. Essentially, he believed that he
was inconsistent in his ability to continue to inspire vision with his fellow captains at certain
instances. But in general, Kobe became more confident utilizing his voice in practices, games,
and in team huddles to motivate and instruct. Kobe utilized the relationships he developed, both
with teammates and me, to enhance his leadership. He matured as a leader and was focused for
a tremendous amount of the season. Reflecting on leadership, through writing and
conversations with others, enabled Kobe to improve his leadership skill as well as make
adjustments to his style based on the situation. He believed that his vocal leadership changed
from previous seasons to be more selective in the methods and frequency that he approached
people. Kobe also determined that his ability to lead improved dramatically over his high
school basketball career and that he would transfer those skills to the next aspect of his athletic
career.

CHAPTER 8
MY STORY: LEARNING TO TRUST TEENAGERS

In addition to portraying the stories of each of my captains through person-centered
ethnography, this dissertation is also a self-study. Consequently, I portray my story of
leadership and mentoring development throughout the season and reflect on my personal
successes and failures as I led the captains and the Riverfront boys’ basketball team.
I begin with a short introduction to my philosophy on leadership development and
mentoring. Then, I recount themes that appeared in the data analysis related to my ability to
lead and mentor. First, I discuss my ability to allow my captains to use their voice. Second, I
reflect on the distribution and delegation of leadership tasks among the captains. Third, I
discuss the frequency and effectiveness of my reminders to my captains. Fourth, I analyze my
struggle in mentoring athletes who are talented but are naturally quiet or inconsistent as
asserting leadership traits. Fifth, I discuss the influence that my actions and words have as a
leadership example for my captains.
Introduction
I entered Riverfront High School with high expectations and aspirations of success,
believing that the culture in the boys’ basketball program would quickly change after
exceptionally low participation during my first summer on the job. I started having numerous
open gyms to provide opportunities for players to come during the off-season for skill
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development, but they were sparsely attended. I also began implementing a ten-week leadership
curriculum to teach certain players who showed dedication to the program about leadership
philosophy and skill. Another goal for the curriculum was to instill the belief that leadership
was malleable and could be developed. Of the captains involved in this study, only Kobe was a
participant in that class. After enduring my first regular season with one win and 27 losses,
along with inheriting a program that had low participation and minimal commitment, I was
seeking a different manner of approaching my players to foster dedication and to change the
culture so that players would want to represent the basketball program year-round.
I completely changed my philosophy of coaching in spring 2012. I had been trying to
implement my ideals of what a high school basketball program should look like, but I had not
done enough to understand what my players wanted. I decided that I would still be as
passionate as I ever was, but that I would change my program’s foundation from what I wanted
to accomplish to what the team wanted to accomplish. To do this, I started by focusing on
relationships. I began to ask more questions of my players, and I started to set up opportunities
for our program to be together so I could learn about their desires. Additionally, with specific
players that were highly dedicated, I tried to foster an even deeper player-coach relationship in
order to build trust and allow them to know that we were working together to accomplish the
same goal. I also instilled a culture of commitment and accountability rather than a culture of
arbitrary standards; instead of unilaterally deciding what the team was going to work toward, I
enabled the individual players and the team to decide what we committed to doing as a program
and who we committed to being as people. After we decided, it was then my job to hold each
individual and the team accountable to what they wanted.
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As a result of this philosophical change, I decided to no longer teach the leadership
development class. This change was not congruent to abandoning the teaching of leadership
concepts, but I did acknowledge a need to change the manner by which I was teaching
leadership. Instead, I would focus my attention to mentoring potential leaders through building
relationships and having discussions about practical, ongoing team issues. A major aspect of
our mentoring relationship involved reflecting on the methods that both the player and I used in
specific situations; these discussions were intended to be timely in order to teach effective
techniques or instruct to improve poor decision-making based on recent experiences. I was also
able to realistically view my own leadership style as an influence on how my players were able
to lead. Essentially, I changed my teaching style for this particular concept from a classroom to
an apprenticeship.
Throughout the time I was conducting research for the purpose of this study, I was able
to concentrate my attention on specific areas for improvement. There was clear recognition of
specific skills and concepts that would benefit my ability to mentor leaders I had yet to develop
as I was writing my reflections. As I was analyzing interview transcripts and participant
journals, I was able to understand the positive and negative effects that my decisions had on the
leadership development of my captains. Encouragingly, there were many indications that I was
influential in helping my captains develop as leaders. But, I also had many areas where my
choices, either active or passive, stifled their development.
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Allowing Captain Voice

One of my goals entering the season was to allow my captains to assert authority as
vocal leaders in group settings without feeling the need to assert my voice immediately for
affirmation or correction. Essentially, I wanted my captains to experience a sense of freedom to
shape the culture of their team using their voice and have the confidence to be able to learn
through making mistakes without fear of immediate rebuke. I wrote about my progress toward
this goal early in the season:
I feel like I have done much better at mentoring captains regarding their role as a leader
during practice. I have made it a point to give them (especially Kobe) their voice at
practice, then try to address any concerns afterward. I asked Kobe if he feels more
freedom at practice to speak to peers, and he said “yes by far.” (Coach Journal,
November 25, 2014)
There were numerous instances that Kobe and TJ asserted their voice at practice and in team
meetings without me commenting. For example, the team goal and commitment meeting on
November was primarily driven by comments from Kobe and TJ. Kobe suggested the lofty
team commitment to being the hardest working team in the state of Illinois on a daily basis, and
after the team agreed TJ interjected that it has to be everyone on the team that commits to that
or it would be ineffective (Field Note, November 15, 2014). Kobe, in particular, became
comfortable offering practical suggestions to teammates for improvement (Field Notes,
November 14 and December 8, 2014), communicating his expectations for work ethic in group
settings (Field Notes, January 16, February 13, and February 25, 2015), and providing explicit
and timely compliments to teammates in group settings (Field Notes, December 27, 2014 and
February 7, 2015). TJ would often provide instructional comments, especially to
underclassmen, during team offensive and defensive drills and at halftime of games (Field
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Notes, November 10, December 17 and 30, 2014). I would often discuss these situations with
the players during a water break or after practice, encouraging their voice and discussing
alternative ways to give the same message if I felt it was not beneficial. I believed I had
observable growth as a leadership mentor in allowing captains freedom to use their voice.
One instance that I did not allow TJ to utilize his voice in practice was when he was
communicating about which opponent a scout team player was emulating while the drill was
ongoing. TJ asked Kyrie, both of whom were in the process of participating in a competitive
drill, whether the player he was guarding was emulating a good shooter or a good dribble
penetrator. I wrote that “TJ pouted” when I “got on him for odd conversational communication
during shell [drill]” (Field Note, February 26, 2015). TJ described his thought process in
communicating with Kyrie as trying to help Kyrie prepare for the game:
I was talking to Kyrie about how we were playing and … we’re on the back side, we
were not even involved in the play … I was like, “Hey is that [the shooter] or … [the
penetrator]? … And then you were like, “what’s going on? … Just let him play the
game.” That made me so mad ‘cause I was trying to prepare him for both. It made me
so mad. (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015)
Though my decision to silence TJ upset him and caused him to practice poorly the rest of the
day, I believed it was the right decision to stop him from having a conversation that involved
asking questions during a drill. The purpose of allowing the captains to have a powerful voice
was to give them freedom and allow them to lead their peers, thereby empowering them and
reducing the amount that players had to listen to my instruction. But, I could not allow
conversation during a drill that I believed would be distracting to a participating player.
Kyrie and Damian rarely spoke in group settings at practice. While Damian gave input
during halftime of games (Field Notes, December 30, 2014 and January 30, 2015) and Kyrie
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“made some comments in the postgame about what we need to work on” after one game, (Field
Note, January 5, 2015), neither player was consistently vocal in group settings. This reluctance
to assert their voice likely due to their personalities and their perceived leadership roles, as both
Kyrie and Damian were generally quiet and Kobe believed that both of them were “kinda quiet
and it’s hard to get them out of their comfort zone” (Kobe Interview 3, January 2, 2015). I
mentioned becoming more vocal leaders to both Kyrie and Damian, but it was not a regular
topic of conversation. I felt the amount of vocal leadership that Kobe and TJ were providing
was acceptable, and Kobe especially was doing a great job of consistently communicating. I
believed that the amount of effort that would have been required to challenge Kyrie and
Damian to assert themselves vocally could be directed to other areas that would more directly
influence our team’s success.
Distribution and Delegation of Leadership Tasks
Kobe shouldered a substantial amount of the leadership burden over the course of the
three years he was a captain of the varsity basketball team. By his senior season, he believed he
was the “head captain” and should be the “best example” (Kobe Interview 2, November 5,
2014). Other captains often deferred to Kobe and stayed within their comfort zones, including
Kyrie’s decision to remain quieter unless Kobe was ill or injured (Kyrie Interview 4, March 13,
2015) and TJ’s repeated decision to ask Kobe to handle most situations (TJ Interview 3,
January 3, 2015) because Kobe had “been the leader since [his] first day” (TJ Interview 2,
November 4, 2014).
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Kobe believed he earned his teammates’ trust (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015), and
acted as the primary vocal leader during practice and hardest working basketball player
throughout the course of his tenure in the program as a result. He also understood his role to
include taking “more initiative for everything and take matters into [his] own hands for what
our team does” (Kobe Interview 2, November 5, 2014). This included inspiring a vision for his
teammates on the court and building camaraderie off the court; he wanted to “corral everybody
together” to work toward the common goal and develop friendships away from the court, as
well.
Since Kobe was such a foundational part of the basketball program, I trusted him as my
main liaison between the team and me. I would daily have one-on-one conversations, either in
person or through text messaging, about the morale of the team and any potential issues. He
also was comfortable privately discussing issues with me, including instigating conversations
concerning my failure to holding players accountable for actions that were detrimental to the
team (Field Note, November 25, 2014), our team’s struggles with “focus, energy, and listening
to coaching” (Field Note, December 1, 2014), and motivating Damian to work harder (Field
Notes, December 15, 2014, January 7, 20, and 25, and February 25, 2015). Kobe and I
developed a relationship where we trusted each other to lead the team to the best of our abilities
together, and I invested a great deal of my mentoring focus with Kobe. I wrote that I “really
appreciate the relationship that has developed over the years with Kobe” because it
significantly helped me lead the team, and I believe it helped Kobe lead the team. In fact, Kobe
referenced five separate instances that a one-on-one conversation we had influenced his effort,
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voice, or decision-making as a leader (Participant Journals, December 3, 2014, January 8 and
22, February 16 and 26, 2015).
I spent significant amounts of time discussing issues with other captains—particularly
TJ and Damian—but not to the extent I worked with Kobe. I believed it would be irregular to
make each of the relationships I had with my four captains equivalent, so I did not attempt to
do so. Since each captain had their own skills and personalities, their roles would be different.
Kobe and I had personalities that naturally aligned regarding our beliefs on work ethic, which
led to high levels of mutual trust. Because Kobe was consistently coming in the gym at unusual
hours, we had many opportunities to have conversations that would develop this trust and
discuss leadership on a personal and experiential level. Kobe and I also had previous
personality clashes involving Kobe’s effort at practice during his junior season, so we had
overcome some struggle and our relationship had become closer as a result. For these reasons, I
have no regrets about my decision to spend more time confiding in Kobe, communicating with
him about problems, and ensuring we had an allied message to the team.
While the leadership skill and ability that Kobe developed over the course of his career
was vital to our team’s success and paramount to the program’s revival, there were many
instances that I wished I had been more effective at mentoring Kobe to delegate some of his
responsibility. I understand that some of my mentoring decisions with other captains did not
foster an environment where the leadership burden was more evenly distributed. I regularly
confided in TJ and occasionally discussed team issues with Damian, but neither was to the
extent that I would work with Kobe. Also, the types of leadership suggestions I gave the other
captains were not as complex. I would often provide the other captains advice on ways to build
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relationship and trust with their teammates, but it rarely went beyond suggesting that they send
positive text messages or offer feedback in individual settings to teammates. While those were
valuable skills that each of those captains needed to develop, I did not challenge the other
captains often to go outside their comfort zone with their voice in group settings at practice. I
likewise did not challenge the other captains to match Kobe’s work ethic and willingness to
come to optional skill development on off days. This, in retrospect, influenced the team
negatively because team members would tire of hearing Kobe and I talk about work ethic and
effort; another voice would have been helpful to keep players focused.
My decision to mentor the other captains the way I did was three-fold. First, my
assessment of their personalities, as well as my opinion of their willingness to experiment as
leaders and developmental level as leaders, made me believe it would be difficult to promote a
change in their voices around the entire group. This, in combination with my assessment of
their work ethic, made it difficult for me to believe that their teammates would listen to their
direction. In essence, I did not feel that they were confident enough to challenge the group.
Kyrie gave consistently good effort, but speaking to the entire group would be well outside his
comfort zone. Since it happened so infrequently, I believed that consistently challenging him to
use voice in group settings would not be effective. Because Damian’s work ethic was so
unreliable, he would have struggled to get his teammates to follow him in conversations about
effort. As a result, I focused my mentoring of Damian to try to get him to understand the
importance of consistency to induce people to follow leaders.
My biggest regret as a mentor during the season was not attempting to inspire TJ to
share some of Kobe’s leadership responsibilities. While TJ would occasionally have poor work
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ethic and attitude, he consistently gave quality effort and believed he had experience being
“assertive” when he “called some people out” (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015). TJ felt that
one of his primary responsibilities was to motivate the scout team (TJ Interview 4, March 12,
2015), but he would rarely challenge those players in group settings despite his belief that he
would “handle it fine” (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015). As I reflected on my conversations
with TJ over the course of the season, I was not insistent enough that he take some of Kobe’s
leadership load with on-court group-wide accountability. Likewise, I did not discuss the idea of
delegating responsibility with Kobe. In retrospect, my comfort with Kobe as a leader blinded
me from working with Kobe to groom others to share in the roles he had filled. While TJ was
learning by example and believed he was ready to fill that role as a senior, I should have
challenged TJ to take on more responsibility and challenged Kobe to give TJ specific tasks that
he usually did.
Offering Reminders
One primary task for me as a coach and mentor was to remind my players of their goals
and commitments. Providing players with reminders served to correct behaviors that were
misaligned with previous statements of who they want to be. It is my job to provide
accountability if a player is living incongruent to their commitments to himself or the team. My
task is magnified for my captains because they are in positions of leadership on my team, so
providing reminders is essential to ensuring that the people who are responsible for shaping the
culture of the team are acting in a manner aligned with our values. It is also important that I
provided my captains with reminders of the types of positive leadership skills and behaviors

158
that they aspired to improve as the season progressed. For example, TJ stated that if leadership
was “not a daily thing—not a daily conversation,” then he often did not prioritize it (TJ
Interview 2, November 4, 2014). Upon reflection, I generally created a culture among my
captains that included reminders and accountability for their decisions and actions. However, I
was inconsistent in offering the personalized reminders necessary for the leadership
development that my captains and I desired. While I succeeded at reminding my players daily
about their commitments as a team in group settings, I often missed opportunities to provide
my captains with specific reminders of their individual goals and commitments as leaders.
I intentionally structured the team leadership development in such a way where my
captains are repeatedly reminded of concepts that most people relate to leadership, such as
using voice and providing energy. I designed practices to force my team to communicate with
each other; for example, early in the season, I changed the “closeout shooting [drill] to require
communication from guys not shooting or closing out” or there would be consequences (Field
Note, November 17, 2014). Since I had weekly captains’ meetings, we discussed issues that
recently occurred and debated the best methods to work with the team to improve work ethic or
focus. I set aside specific time each week to individually talk with each captain, either face-toface or through text messaging, about a specific aspect of their leadership that I was either
pleased with or concerned about.
Throughout the course of the season, I was also more focused on providing my captains
with specific leadership feedback and suggestions than at any other time in my career. Kobe,
for example, referenced our conversations as beneficial for his leadership development by
making him think about “the way other teammates act and maybe why they act that way” as
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well as “other ways to… try to lead and the mindset I have to have going into practices” (Kobe
Interview 4, March 13, 2015). These conversations with Kobe would often involve the most
recent crisis or a discussion of ways to address our team’s poor work ethic at certain practices.
TJ and I had many in-depth dialogues about specific leadership practices and strategies,
including talking several times in person and by text message the days surrounding his
preseason newspaper interview and article. I offered suggestions for TJ about the types of
answers he should give to the reporter and “gave TJ advice to discuss the article with John in
case the newspaper reporter inserted things to wedge those two apart” (Coach Journal,
November 25, 2014). TJ indicated that he had a conversation with John to preemptively combat
potential issues, and he was appreciative of the advice to have the conversation (Field Note,
November 20, 2014). Kyrie wanted accountability to do the right thing (Kyrie Interview 1,
August 24, 2014), and I often provided him with individual reminders about his role as a leader
relating the example he sets as a citizen and student. This carried over to the court, as well,
where I often reminded him about his need to be more vocal in drills and have energy. For
example, I commented that I reminded him about the example he sets as a leader during a week
we were having poor practices (Field Note, January 15 and 16, 2015). I also noted that “Kyrie
got better quickly after I challenged the team” one day, but not the next. The next week, he
wrote that he “should have stepped up” during those two practices because the team needed his
leadership “the most” at that time (Participant Journal, January 22, 2015).
I was often very attentive to certain leadership issues that were of immediate
importance, and I typically addressed those issues with my captains effectively. However, my
focus on referencing the personal leadership goals of captains was one area for future
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development as a mentor. The structure of the research inhibited my ability to remind my
captains of leadership goals, in some respect, because I was not permitted to read the
participant journals until the conclusion of the season. As a result, the captains’ succinct
statements of their leadership priorities from their first journal entry were unavailable to me,
and I could not verbally remind them and challenge them if they were failing to uphold the
standards they set for themselves. I should have planned more efficiently by asking the captains
to read and reflect on their first page more often.
The only captain who was pleased with his ability to meet all his written goals was
Kobe. Though Damian believed he was “pretty good” at meeting his written objective of being
more aggressive as a leader by talking more and leading by example, he had many “bad
leadership day[s]” that he did not meet his objectives (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015).
TJ specifically referenced two of his leadership goals—not making excuses and putting in extra
work outside practice time—that he failed to do because he “lost focus” (TJ Interview 4, March
12, 2015). Kyrie wanted to “bring more energy to the team when we’re having a bad day or its
[sic] like a [sic] early morning practice and no one really feels like doing anything” (Kyrie
Participant Journal, November 11, 2014). While he said that he focused on speaking up during
practice, he “didn’t think of the Saturday thing” nearly at all regarding energy level at morning
practices (Kyrie Interview 4, March 13, 2015). In each case where captains were unsuccessful
in meeting their goals, they referenced a failure to remember or focus on those objectives. As
their mentor, I was responsible for holding them accountable by reminding them of their goals,
and I did not create enough situations for the reminders about those specific goals to occur. I
also should have been more diligent in reminding the captains of the leadership goals and
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commitments they referenced during structured interview settings and informal mentoring
conversations. As stated earlier in this chapter during each captain’s views of leadership
section, every captain mentioned specific concepts that they were focused on improving as
leaders throughout the season. I did not reference these concepts regularly as I conversed with
the captains, and as a result I missed opportunities to mentor my captains.
Mentoring Quiet or Inconsistent, but Athletically Skilled, Captains
One of the most interesting dynamics of athletic leadership in a team context is that the
qualities or characteristics of a leader are secondary to athletic skill. As all four captains stated,
leadership does not necessarily involve athletic skill, but being viewed as a leader on an athletic
team is often predicated on the team’s perception of your ability to contribute in games. In fact,
Kobe mentioned that TJ had great leadership attributes as a sophomore, particularly his energy,
but a majority of the team “didn’t really consider him a leader” because “he didn’t really play a
lot” in games (Kobe Interview 2, November 5, 2014). Kyrie and Damian explicitly included
playing ability as prerequisites to leading, with Kyrie stating that “you gotta be good at what
you do” (Kyrie Interview 2, November 5, 2014) and Damian believing that he had to “be
aggressive on the court” to have a successful season as a leader (Damian Interview 4, March
11, 2015). Also, TJ (TJ Interview 2, November 4, 2014) and Kobe (Kobe Interview 1, August
24, 2014) both mentioned that it is easier to lead when they were confident in their playing
ability.
Though each captain did not include playing ability in their definition of leadership, it
was clear that they viewed skill as vital for a leader to have credibility with their teammates. I

162
also had experienced this to be true throughout my career. As a result, part of the decision when
choosing which athletes to focus mentoring energy for leadership development must include
their skill level relative to their peers. Kobe was an obvious choice to assume a leadership role
from the first time I met him due to his character, work ethic, personality, and skill. I also had a
positive feeling about TJ’s ability to lead since he was in eighth grade due to his personality,
but he would not be one of the best players on the team for years. Consequently, I began the
process of mentoring Kobe and TJ to be leaders since their respective freshman seasons.
Damian and Kyrie, on the other hand, were obviously talented players but did not demonstrate
obvious personality characteristics that people often associate with vocal leaders. They
typically worked hard while they were at practice, but they rarely spoke. In athletics, it is
important that your most skilled players develop as leaders because the team views them as
leaders.
Mentoring Kyrie and Damian as leaders was very different than mentoring Kobe and
TJ. Kyrie was a player who had significant athleticism with a lot of basketball skill, but he had
very little experience playing in organized basketball systems prior to high school. He was not
one of the best players in the basketball program early in his career; as a result, it was difficult
to identify him as a potential leader due to his relaxed demeanor and quiet personality on the
court. Therefore, while the overall structure of my program is designed to develop
communication, I did not provide Kyrie with much individual leadership mentoring in his early
years of high school. He was named a captain by the time he was a junior by his peers due to
his skill level and dedication to the program, but he rarely used his voice as a junior.
Throughout the course of the season, then, I had to internally debate the level to which I would
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challenge Kyrie as a vocal leader. I also had to decide if I would trust Kyrie, given his
personality, to be a positive leadership influence in disruptive situations.
Generally speaking, I decided to provide Kyrie with specific feedback to increase his
use of voice at practice but rarely challenged him to utilize his voice in group situations. Early
in the season I would make those challenges, but he did not respond by increasing his voice in
group settings habitually. Therefore, I eventually decided to reduce the frequency that I
mentioned group feedback to Kyrie in order to provide more support to Kobe and prepare
younger players, such as TJ, for that role as they got older. I also rarely chose to involve him in
incidents or situations that required peer intervention. I believed I made the correct choices
upon reflection for both our team and for Kyrie, because Kyrie developed as a vocal leader
over the course of the season in a way that would not dramatically change his personality or the
chemistry of the team. I made these decisions because I believed we already had a capable
senior, Kobe, who was well-respected as a player and leader that could handle those situations.
Moreover, I trusted Kobe significantly, and he had proven his ability to handle most crises
within the team since he was a sophomore. Since I trusted Kobe more than Kyrie to intervene
with his teammates, I decided that my focus should be on preparing younger players for that
role after Kyrie and Kobe graduated.
Damian, on the other hand, was obviously going to be one of the best players from his
freshman year of high school due to his height and athletic ability. Along with those two
characteristics, Damian had tremendous skill and had been involved with structured basketball
teams for years, so the combination of his ability and intelligence made it clear to me that
Damian would be one of the best players from his first day in the program. He was also highly
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personable, seemed to have good rapport with his classmates, and was a competent student.
This led me to believe he was capable of having positive influence on his peers. I would often
discuss leadership topics with Damian, consequently, while Damian was a freshman. Damian
became part of the captain group as a sophomore, and was therefore involved in all the formal
captains’ meetings as well. Between his sophomore and junior seasons, he had a tremendous
increase in confidence as a basketball player due to his time playing with the Tri City Stars,
becoming a highly recruited college basketball prospect. I was planning on mentoring Damian
during the season to utilize his influence over his teammates in order to shape the team’s
chemistry in a positive manner. I intended to do this by daring him to increase his voice and
model work ethic. I believed this would benefit our team for the season and for the future,
because any improvements would be highly valuable over the course of a two-year period for
our program. I also thought he would benefit long-term from these improvements since he
would be playing basketball in college.
I changed my mentoring philosophy with Damian once the season began for several
reasons. First, Damian was opposed to being someone who would confront his teammates in a
publicly vocal manner. After making comments to the entire team during the first drill of the
year (Field Note, November 10, 2014), he rarely provided instruction in group situations the
rest of the season. He repeatedly stated that he would not yell at his teammates and would be an
encourager, but could provide criticism without having to “sugar coat” in private (Damian
Interviews 1, 2, and 4, August 24 and November 6, 2014, and March 11, 2015). Since Damian
would not alter his personality to occasionally provide a vocal challenge to the entire team, I
decided to adjust my method for mentoring Damian to work within his personal framework for
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leadership by talking about increasing his role in challenging his teammates in one-on-one
settings.
Second, I had to change my mentoring philosophy with Damian because, in my opinion,
he was inconsistent with the work ethic, energy, and focus that he brought to practices and
games. Since I believed that many members on the team would follow his lead due to his status
as a talented player, I had to emphasize effort consistency with Damian more than any other
leadership topic. As an example of my thoughts on Damian’s effort, I wrote,
TJ and Damian really make a critical difference in how our practices go. When TJ
does/does not bring energy it makes a world of difference. Damian is similar, especially
with his work ethic. When he doesn’t go hard, it reflects on the others. Since Kobe is so
consistent and Kyrie is fairly consistent, it is important to find ways to get those 2 to
bring it. (Field Note, January 29, 2015)
Kobe echoed my sentiments when he stated, “If the best player can take days off, what does
that say to everyone else?” (Field Note, January 7, 2015). According to my field notes, my
beliefs were typically true regarding the high influence of Damian’s effort on his teammates.
Our practices were generally good when he was focused and demonstrated effort at practice,
but our practices were often poor when he was “wasn’t trying hard” or “being a little baby”
(Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015). My emphasis on work ethic with Damian corresponded
with my personal beliefs regarding leadership, since I did not have confidence that players
would respond to Damian’s voice if he was not going to work hard consistently. Damian, in his
postseason interview, said something similar:
If I was having—not like a bad day—just, like, wasn’t trying hard then it obviously
wasn’t going to be a good day for me to, try to lead people… I mean because if I wasn’t
trying I couldn’t really tell anybody to, try harder or try to, talk to anybody ‘cause I
wasn’t doing it myself.
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Another aspect of mentoring Damian I had to consider was his reaction when I tried to
coach him or provide advice. As documented in Damian’s season narrative, I mentioned
several occasions that I believed Damian responded to my instruction with a passive-aggressive
attitude. He agreed that he reacted negatively to some situations by stating, “I don’t know,
maybe just sometimes I just get, like, in a baby-ish attitude and do something stupid.
Whenever I get, like, offended maybe” (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015).Another
example of Damian’s inconsistent response to my instruction occurred in the middle of
January, when he had two entirely separate responses to the same type of instruction within two
minutes:
Damian had another moment at the beginning of practice. He closed out with absolutely
no energy. I yelled at him, then he went and swatted at the ball really hard. I called him
out on it, and he played well the rest of practice. (Field Note, January 10, 2015)
Accordingly, I often calculated the times and methods I would attempt to mentor Damian to
increase his work ethic. I wanted to most effectively guide him as a leader in a manner that he
would respond. I would regularly wait until after practice or the next day to address some of my
concerns with Damian’s focus or effort in an attempt to avoid some conflict in front of the team
at practice because I was unsure how Damian would respond.
This situation made me reflect on how to best lead Damian in the future and whether
my decisions were beneficial to him and our team. These decisions were directly related to how
important, generally speaking, the most talented players are as leaders. Even though I originally
thought Damian would be a strong leader during his junior season, his inconsistent actions
throughout the season challenged my beliefs. While there are many different types of leaders
on a team that can influence team members in different ways, the players on my team were
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similar to players in the study by Pease and Zhang (2002) who wanted to be led by skilled and
talented players. Consequently, I had to evaluate the way to best mentor Damian as a leader
because his basketball ability made him a leader on my team regardless of his inconsistent
actions. I understand that some of my decisions to not challenge Damian’s effort likely caused
some short-term problems on my team, because many players followed Damian’s work ethic
when it was poor. But, I hoped that my patience to address my concerns with Damian in other
settings would cause him to become a better leader in the future, just like my similar decision
with Kobe the year before about practice effort would often result in changed behaviors. When
asked about his behaviors at practice, he said, “Hopefully I just do the right thing next time and
just learn from it” (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015). Upon reflection, I expected a more
receptive response from Damian by confronting him in alternative environments rather than at
practice, and I believed that it would help him develop more effectively than if I addressed it at
practice. My decision to frequently speak to Damian about these issues outside of practice
affected our productivity at practices, but I felt I had to choose between that and an
unpredictable response if I coached him during practice.
Jason the Example
I was aware that my captains would learn at least as much about leadership by watching
me lead the team as by talking with me about how they lead the team. TJ and Kobe both made
comments in interviews indicating their belief that their abilities to lead were influenced by my
example. When I asked TJ what helps him develop as a leader, one of his responses was me.
He said, “You set the example on the court, off the court. You push us positively, sometimes
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negatively if that’s what’s needed” (TJ Interview 1, August 26, 2014). He listed some ways that
I led him, which helped him understand how to lead others:
You call me out. You make me push through adversity. You call me out. You make
sure I do the right thing. You make me become a better person. You try to get me to do
good grades, get good grades. … Let’s just say I think I’d be a lot worse if you didn’t
come to Riverfront. Let’s just put it at that. Like as a basketball player and as a person.
Definitely. ‘Cause like when I do something, I’m thinking, “Alright, is my mom gonna
be mad if I get caught?” “Is Coach gonna be mad if I get caught?” Those are my two
thoughts. (Interview 3, January 3, 2015)
TJ primarily modeled his view of leadership as a basketball captain based on the example that
Kobe and I set for him. Kobe, likewise, viewed me as an example for his ability to lead.
Leadership development for Kobe was a combination of learning by observation, through
conversation, and by experience; the example I set for him, therefore, was influential in his
view on leadership. He said, “Seeing other people around me lead well and I kind of try to
make their habits my own” (Kobe Interview 1, August 24, 2014). Kobe provided an illustration
when he wrote, “I must commit to holding everyone accountable no matter who they are.
Coach sets an example by holding me accountable” (Kobe Participant Journal, January 8,
2015).
I was cognizant of my influence on the captains as a leader by example, and in general I
believe I set a good example for the captains to follow. This example included my willingness
to listen to instruction from my captains when I was failing to uphold my commitments to
them. When Kobe challenged me to address John in spite of any consequences, I responded by
admitting fault and changing my behavior to lead our team better (Field Note and Kobe
Participant Journal, November 25, 2014). When I had any issue with a captain that required
accountability, I addressed it either at practice or in a personal conversation. For example, I
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talked with Kobe after he yelled at me in the first week of practice privately (Coach Journal,
November 18, 2014) and often discussed work ethic with Damian in private. I also addressed
certain behaviors as they happened, with supplemented my leadership in the situation with an
individual conversation. I ejected TJ from practice, and then I followed up by initiating a text
message conversation in the evening to ensure that our relationship was reconciled and we were
ready to lead together the next day (Field Note, January 15, 2015).
I also modeled how to discuss issues with the captains and make joint decisions that
would be in the best interest of the team. This occurred at captains’ meetings as well as in
individual settings. For example, I met with Kobe following TJ’s ejection from practice and
discussed how he could help get TJ back with us; he said he already sent TJ a text message
indicating that I was correct, and I asked Kobe to discuss it with TJ as they attended the girls’
basketball game that evening (Field Note, January 15, 2015). This type of interaction happened
frequently with my captains, though I utilized Kobe most often and rarely involved Kyrie.
Another aspect of my leadership example was my work ethic. Kobe referenced my work ethic
as one of the main reasons for the basketball program’s resurgence (Coach Journal, November
18, 2014), and TJ indicated that he was inspired by my work ethic to work harder than he used
to (TJ Interview 1, August 26, 2014). So, I believed that I generally set a good example for my
captains as a leader.
Though I was aware of the importance of the example I set as a leader, there were
several occasions that my example was detrimental to my captains’ ability to lead the team. My
captains often mentioned that leaders, while they should have a correct view of their ability,
should not be overly negative with themselves because it sets a poor example regarding
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confidence. TJ mentioned that both he and Kobe are naturally inclined to get exceedingly
frustrated with their performance, which affects their ability to play with confidence and lead
others (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015). Subsequently, my actions relating to my personal
confidence are essential for setting a good example to my team. However, I have had a similar
struggle with personal frustration when I make mistakes as a player since my youth, so I often
set a poor example for my captains. TJ said that the most important way I could influence his
leadership in the two months prior to the beginning of the season would be to “set the example
in open gyms by not saying, ‘You suck, Jason,’ or, ‘God bless America,’ or all that stuff” (TJ
Interview 1, August 26, 2014) when I made a mistake. Kobe illustrated my habit in a drawing
(Figure 2), as well (Kobe Participant Journal, November 9, 2014). While I worked on this
aspect of my character throughout the fall, I would frequently get upset with myself to the point
that it influenced my captains negatively. Additionally, it was clear that my actions were
powerful in shaping their view of me as their coach, because it was mentioned on several
occasions without my prompting.
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Figure 2. Kobe’s Drawing

Furthermore, I would occasionally fail to set a positive leadership example in the way
that I handled situations with the team. I often allow my circumstances to dictate my
expressions and energy level. This is particularly true when I feel like I have been disrespected
by a player whom I have a good relationship with. One such example occurred during the first
week of practice, when Kobe was playing poorly and acting in ways I deemed detrimental to
the team. I corrected Kobe, and he responded to me with a disrespectful comment. My reaction
to the situation was influential to TJ, who wrote, “Coach just took attitude from Kobe and then
his energy remained down the rest of practice. I need to make sure my energy stays high even
after someone says something negative to me” (TJ Participant Journal, November 14, 2014). In
retrospect, I probably had situations such as these two or three times per month, often involving
situations with Damian or TJ. I did not really reflect on my demeanor influencing my captains’
perceptions of leadership during the season. TJ’s comment about my situation with Kobe
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exemplified the importance of continuing to do what I believe is correct and, no matter the
emotional hurt, continuing to lead my team with energy and conviction. Fortunately, in that
particular instance, TJ used my failure as a means to reflect on his energy level. But, my
inability to separate my emotional responses from my leadership was a problem that my
captains would regularly experience; as noted during their season summaries, all of my captains
had instances throughout the season where they allowed their emotions to influence their ability
to lead their team.
Finally, a premeditated decision about the way I would approach practices had a
profound influence on our team and its leadership. I was a very emotional and energetic coach
for most of my career. Since I had coached most of the players on the team for three or four
years, though, I made a deliberate choice to be more cerebral and calm at practices than I had
been in the past. I did not want my players to start tuning my voice out since I had been
working with them for so long, so I wanted to relent in my energy and use it when necessary. I
also wanted my captains to experience the opportunity for their voice and energy to guide the
team. As a result, I told my captains that I would be relying on their positive communication
and energy at practice during the season.
This strategy worked very well until we suffered our only regular season loss on
January 13 at City Lutheran. We had a very poor week of practice, and followed that with four
poorly played games at a tournament over the next weekend. Our captains, Kobe excepted,
were very lethargic at practices following the loss. And though we won the four tournament
games, the team was not confident and lacked excitement for playing. On January 20,
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following the tournament, we had an optional shooting practice that only Kobe attended. Kobe
initiated a conversation that alerted me to the need for me to set an example to our team:
On 1/20, Kobe came up to me while we were shooting and asked me why I have been
quieter and less energetic at practice this year. I told him it was intentional because I
wanted to allow the captains to have a voice and I didn’t want to burn everyone out on
my voice since we had been together as a group for so long. He understood, but wanted
me to rethink my philosophy and set the example for energy with the team again. This
made me think about how my energy level is important to set an example when some of
the team captains are not providing energy. Kobe and I dedicated to each other that we
would bring the energy at practice the rest of the week. I made it a priority to set an
example for the captains, and wrote “I MUST BRING THE ENERGY UNTIL THEY
GET IT BACK” at the bottom of the practice plans all week. Practices were a little bit
better with my change in energy, and I am glad Kobe brought it up to me. (Coach
Journal, January 25, 2015)
Kobe was also glad that we had that conversation, and it motivated him to continue to set an
example for his teammates. He wrote:
My relationship with coach really helped shape the way our practice was the other day
because we had discussed before hand [sic] that our practices had been awful and he
and I needed to bring energy to practice so we could get back on track as a team. (Kobe
Participant Journal, January 22, 2015)
The difference in practice energy was noticeable that week, but it took until the week after for
the captains to return to energy levels that I deemed appropriate for our team to have quality
practices. The lesson I learned from Kobe, though, was that my emotional level and voice
influenced the team. Even when I was attempting to allow my captains to experience some
freedom and not overwhelm my players with my voice for several years in a row, it was
important for me to recognize the times during the year that I had to set an example with my
voice and energy. I was blessed to have Kobe alert me to my failure to provide an example
when the team needed it, and it was a valuable lesson for my future as a coach and mentor.
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Conclusion

I reflected on five major themes relating to my ability to mentor my captains as leaders.
First, I believed that I improved significantly as a coach in allowing my captains to express
their voice in front of the team and empowering them to convey their message. Second, I
reflected on how I mentored certain captains. While I believed that most of my decisions fit the
personalities and skill sets of the captains, in hindsight it was detrimental to our team that I
failed to mentor Kobe to attempt to delegate more leadership responsibility. Third, I noted that
my program is structured to remind my players and captains to be leaders, but I occasionally
failed to provide my captains with individual reminders of personalized leadership goals in a
timely manner. Fourth, I analyzed my decisions in mentoring Kyrie and Damian as leaders who
possessed basketball skill without very demonstrative or vocal public personalities. Finally, I
reflected on my ability to provide a leadership example for my captains as their mentor, which
was mostly positive but also had some significant flaws.

CHAPTER 9
CAPTAINS’ SITUATIONAL INTERACTION

I will present five major situations from the season that involved a significant portion of
the leadership group of the team. Since each of these situations included multiple captains and
me, examining the interactions that occurred between the participants is valuable to understand
how each participant reacted to the other participants. These situations also provided more
insight to how the captains and I demonstrated our leadership abilities relative to our previously
described perceptions in specific instances.
Damian Lies About Kyrie
Following our final game of the Thanksgiving tournament on a Saturday evening,
Damian went to a friend’s house and got caught sneaking out of the house with his friend after
the local curfew. His friend’s parents were upset, so he and his friend concocted a story about
giving Kyrie a ride home in order to avoid getting in trouble. I reflected on the situation and my
reactions:
I got sick last Sunday (11/30) and had to deal with a situation while in bed. Damian got
caught sneaking out of a friend’s house the evening of 11/29 and lied that he was going
to pick up Kyrie because [he violated the athletic code] and needed a ride home. I got a
call from Damian’s mom telling me about Kyrie. (Coach Journal, December 7, 2014)
Since the story included Kyrie violating our athletic code, I wanted to be certain it was true
before approaching my school’s administration with the information from a second-hand
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source. I was glad I waited, and I was even happier that Kyrie was not involved in that
situation. But, finding out about Damian lying was a frustrating circumstance for me as a
mentor and coach. I knew Kyrie would be furious, and I knew Damian would regret his actions
once he understood the significance; if Kyrie actually did violate the code, he would have been
suspended for half the basketball season. Subsequently, my role as a mentor became very
important. It was even more important that I was focused and took time to organize my plan
because I was sick with the flu.
As this situation was occurring, Kyrie was scared and frustrated. Damian’s mother had
called his mother, and the situation was causing conflict at his house:
When it happened … I knew [his mom] had told you … [because] his mom had called
my mom like 30,000 times saying all this crap. I was like, “Mom, I don’t know what
she’s talking about.” She was like, “Well she keeps telling everybody” … so I was
thinking I’m probably gonna get suspended from the team … I was scared but I wasn’t
scared ‘cause I was like, “I didn’t do nothing,” but she’s saying I am. … I was mad at
Damian, though. I was like real mad at him. I was like—it just made me real mad.
(Kyrie Interview 3, January 4, 2015)
As Kyrie and Damian were living through the situation, I was formulating a plan to work with
my team. I had no reason to believe anyone was lying, so I was starting to plan for playing half
our season without Kyrie. I was also internally debating how I would work with Kyrie to help
him understand that we cared about him despite the mistake. The first action I took was to work
with Kobe. I figured that his relationships with Kyrie and Damian would help the situation. At
first, I talked with Kobe about Kyrie’s supposed code violation, and we developed a quick plan
for preparing to play half the season without him. I told him I was waiting to tell administrators
because the information was hearsay, but if it was true that I would not try to hide anything.
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Kobe sent me a message later that day indicating that the story was not what I had heard from
Damian’s mother, and that I would be finding out from Damian soon what actually happened.
After Damian called me to tell me that he lied, I told him I still loved him but this would
cause a significant challenge to his leadership, the team chemistry, and his relationship with
Kyrie. I also told him that everyone on our team has done things they regret, and I referenced a
situation from my first year as the Riverfront head coach when I berated an official using foul
language. But, I also told him it would be important to try to rectify the situation as much as he
could by being proactive in apologizing. He knew all this was true and promised to make the
situation influence our team as little as possible.
Discovering the story was fabricated significantly altered my leadership mentoring.
After the conversation with Damian on the phone, my next action would be to talk with Kyrie
to help him work through the anger and frustration he was likely experiencing. But, because I
was sick with the flu and did not attend school, I was surprised that Kyrie was much calmer
than I expected by the time I got to practice at 3:00 PM. I asked him about the reason that he
was smiling at practice and ready to move forward:
He’s one of my best friends, so … I can’t be mad at him forever. I want to stay with
him on the basketball team. We gotta get along… on the same team, you gotta play
with each other the rest of the year, so. And I just have to forget about it. I knew it was
something he made up and … I just have to drop it, I guess. Just forget about it. (Kyrie
Interview 3, January 4, 2015)
I was surprised that I did not have to work much with Kyrie to help him cope. Kobe also
indicated that he did not have to spend much time working with Kyrie (Field Note, December
1, 2014). Kyrie essentially made a decision to restore relationship with Damian independent of
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help from his teammates. He explained that he was angry and felt justified in his anger, but he
also knew that his role as a leader and captain required him to forgive Damian quickly:
One time I think I said to myself, “Well, this could be bad, but—I can’t stay mad at him
forever because … that’s not the right thing to…” It was the right thing to be mad at
him ‘cause of what he did, but then I thought about it… ‘cause he apologized so many
times … I couldn’t even be mad at him no more. He said he felt bad, but then I was
like, yeah, he probably does feel bad. … [and I should] act like it never happened.
(Kyrie Interview 3, January 4, 2015)
Damian, to his credit, “apologized so many times” that Kyrie knew how much sorrow
Damian had about the situation (Kyrie Interview 3, January 4, 2015). In addition, he called me
on his own, without being prompted by a teammate or his mother, to apologize for the issues
that would occur on the team as a result of his lie. He did what he could to rectify the situation
because it was important for the team. He said, “I needed to do that so hopefully he would
forgive me and we could focus on the rest of the season” (Damian Interview 3, January 3,
2015).
John Quitting
After one of our Christmas tournament games, John’s father came up to me in the
hallway and yelled at me about his son’s playing time. John’s father indicated that John would
quit the team that evening. Kobe and Damian saw the incident because they were walking to
the athletic trainer’s office for ice. The rest of the team was in the locker room, though, so they
did not witness John’s father’s behavior. Coaches from other schools stopped John’s father
from continuing to yell in the hallway after several minutes, and I went into the locker room
and gave a postgame speech to my team. I indicated it was very proud of our effort, and Kobe
interjected that he was pleased with the way TJ and Rayjon “stepped up” and had great games
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(Field Note, December 27, 2014). After I dismissed the team, I spoke with my assistant coaches
about the incident in the hallway with John’s father, then got on the bus with the team to return
to Riverfront.
I discussed the situation with Kobe on the bus ride home, telling him we likely would
not have John for the rest of the season. I told him I was disappointed and that it would be a
challenge to play with one less player, but that I expected it to happen at some point due to TJ’s
increased role and John’s decreased role. Kobe encouraged me by saying, “You’ve made the
right decisions for this program for four years, and that’s why we’re good” (Field Note,
December 27, 2014). Since John did not communicate with me, we were unsure if he would
actually quit the team or if his father was just angry. When I asked Kobe if I needed to address
the team if John quit, he said that it would not be necessary because “TJ is playing with more
confidence without John and that now we’re ‘playing like our summer team’ which was better,
in Kobe’s opinion” (Coach Journal, December 31, 2014). When John was not at practice the
next day, we knew he had quit.
On the evening of December 27, I communicated with my other captains by text
message to obtain their thoughts on the situation and the influence it would have on our team.
Damian initiated contact with me, asking if he should try to encourage John or if John had quit
(Field Note, December 27, 2014). I told him to wait until practice tomorrow because I was
unsure, but I also said that his father indicated that he would quit. I wrote, “I told [Damian]
good leadership, and asked him if I need to address the team about John and he said it wasn’t
necessary. He also said it was sad but ‘addition by subtraction, I guess’” (Coach Journal,
December 31, 2014). He sent me a message encouraging me, as well, stating that it was wrong
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for his dad to publicly “cuss [me] out.” Damian said that he communicated with John that
evening, and noted that was one of the defining moments of his leadership throughout the first
half of the season:
[I decided to reach out] just to clear up anything… I didn’t know or he didn’t know
about us or—we didn’t know about why he quit. Just to make sure it was all good
besides him quitting, ‘cause the reason wasn’t really a good reason but—if that’s his
reason for quitting, then I guess it’s better than we knew and not just thought that he
hated us or something like that. (Damian Interview 3, January 3, 2015).
TJ and Kyrie both believed that addressing the team would not be necessary, either.
Since TJ and John competed for playing time, “I was always impressed with [TJ’s] selfless
leadership” by acting as “John’s biggest vocal fan on the bench when John was in the game”
(Coach Journal, December 31, 2014). TJ mentioned to me that he was sad because “he was
starting to get close with John and that will probably end.” Kyrie mentioned that he “just acted
like it never happened” because it was John’s choice and he “couldn’t really say anything about
it” (Kyrie Interview 3, January 4, 2015). Like all my captains, I also believed it would not
significantly affect the team because we played in the summer without him each of his four
years of high school (Coach Journal, December 31, 2014). So, based on the advice of my
captains and my discussions with Ferdinand, I briefly mentioned that John had quit the team at
practice on December 28 and moved on with preparing for the next game.
All of my captains actually believed that the situation would improve our teamwork and
their ability to lead, in spite of the decreased depth of players who were capable of competing
in varsity games. Everyone mentioned the difficulty they experienced trying to lead John. Kyrie
said, “It’s hard trying to lead John… sometimes if he’s in a good mood and it’s easier to lead
him than when he’s not because he listens more. But, basically I just try sweet talking him…
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that’s the only way he’d catch on, I guess” (Kyrie Interview 3, January 4, 2015). TJ agreed,
saying that “we just knew if you called him out he’d pout and go into his little zone” (TJ
Interview 3, January 3, 2015). Kobe said something similar regarding leading John, and
mentioned how much easier he thought it would be to lead the team with John gone:
I wouldn’t really call him out when I would try to lead him… you can’t really call him
out because he would just shut down. So I kinda… try to be positive with him unless he
was super pouty then I wouldn’t say it directly to his face, I would just like say to the
group, “Come on, we gotta pick our heads up, we can’t act like this” or something like
that.
Kobe mentioned he thought it would be easier to lead the team without John because “there’s
more trust within the group and now everybody can hold each other accountable without really
being worried about somebody pouting about it or getting upset” (Kobe Interview 3, January 2,
2015).
City Lutheran Game #1
On January 13, we traveled to state-ranked City Lutheran for a conference game. At the
time, we were undefeated and City Lutheran had one loss. After devising a game plan and
preparing to play them all week, Kobe got injured on January 12:
Kobe injures ankle with 15 minutes left in practice. With a game v. City Lutheran
tomorrow it really killed the vibe. Nobody really said anything to increase energy after
that. Kobe’s energy level being removed from practice also hurt. Not sure what I could
have done better to get people to believe in us without Kobe more, or how to get my
other leaders to do it internally. (Field Note, January 12, 2015)
Kobe’s ankle quickly started swelling and changing colors. It was obvious to me that our team
did not believe we could win the game without Kobe, who was scheduled to defend their best
player, because the attitude of our team significantly changed. We quickly practiced a
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secondary game plan with different defensive matchups, but there was not much time left in
practice to get many repetitions. As Kobe sat with his ankle in a bucket of ice water, our postpractice team meeting was somber. I talked with Kobe while he was getting treated by the
athletic trainer, and he assured me he would play in the game and defend their best player.
Kobe played the next evening, and our team appeared confident in the locker room prior
to the game. Both teams had a difficult time scoring points in the first half against the other
team’s defense. We entered halftime with a 19 to 15 lead, but Kyrie slammed the ball to the
ground in frustration over a poor play after the halftime buzzer sounded. The referee gave
Kyrie a technical foul, and as a result of our team rules I did not play Kyrie the rest of the game
since his technical foul was for unsportsmanlike conduct. Since we only regularly played six
players after John quit the team, the technical foul put us in the position of playing five players
without substitutes for the remainder of the game. Kyrie described the experience by writing,
“In one of the most important games of the year I get a technical foul called the end of the first
half which really hurt the team alot [sic] and I wish I wouldn’t have done what I did” (Kyrie
Participant Journal, January 14, 2015). Later, he reflected that he felt like a “really crappy
leader” because he “felt bad just sitting there; I basically, like, let the whole team down” (Kyrie
Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
Before I entered the locker room, I approached the referees and asked them what had
occurred. While this was going on, Kobe made a decision to approach several team members to
ensure they presented a united front to the team. He described telling Kyrie to “be the most
positive and energetic person on our bench because if he seemed dead, it would definitely
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effect [sic] the morale of our team” (Kobe Participant Journal, January 14, 2015). He described
other conversations he had in the locker room with Damian and TJ:
I basically told them we gotta set the example and set the tone. If we act like we’re not
fazed by it, then nobody else will either. And I said we gotta step up and make some
plays to try to get this win. … [I had to have those conversations because] I could tell
our mindset in the locker room at halftime wasn’t—if we kept that mindset we weren’t
gonna win. (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015)
By the time I entered the locker room, I quickly mentioned that Kyrie would not be playing in
the second half but we were going to surprise people by beating City Lutheran anyway. The
remainder of the halftime talk was dedicated to the changes we would have to make in order to
compete in the second half without our leading scorer and point guard. I decided that I would
spend my energy focusing on making sure our team knew that I believed we would win the
game and providing a calm presence.
The combination of Kobe’s discussions and my focus on changing our scheme to enable
us to win seemed to work. We left the locker room and returned to the court for the second half,
and it was obvious that our team had used the time to prepare for playing without Kyrie. Kyrie
was engaged from the sideline, and I recognized that he had turned his focus to the team,
writing that “his bench energy and presence after [the technical] was indicative of how much he
has grown as a leader” (Field Note, January 13, 2015). When asked about his leadership
reactions after halftime, he said,
I think they were positive because, I mean, once I knew I was out, I knew there was
nothing else I could do, like, worse to, bring the team down so I had no choice but to
bring energy and try—‘cause I wanted us to win the game so I just tried doing my best.
I didn’t want to let the team down as much as I had already did. So I just tried doing all
I can to help us win. (Kyrie Interview 4, March 13, 2015)
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We had a 10 point lead at the end of the third quarter, but City Lutheran changed defenses in
the fourth quarter and exploited a weakness in our lineup without our point guard. They ended
up tying the game at the end of regulation and the closing seconds of the first overtime, and we
lost in triple overtime.
The locker room was silent for a long time following the game. I talked about how I
was proud of our effort and that we would beat them at home in February to win a conference
championship. But, my speech was not the most powerful moment in the locker room after the
game:
Kobe had an iconic game playing on one foot, with 24 points and holding [their best
player] to 14, of which only 6 were his fault. He gave a great locker room talk about
practicing hard and accountability. Probably the toughest kid I’ve ever been around.
(Field Note, January 13, 2015)
Kobe, through tears, spoke in the locker room about how important it was for our team to hold
each other accountable and be willing to work harder and accept criticism from each other so
that we would not experience that feeling again. He promised to work harder than ever before
and hold others to the same standard so that the last part of the season, which would be the last
section of his basketball career, would be as successful as possible (Coach Journal, January 18,
2015).
After the post-game speech ended, several players, including Kobe and TJ, embraced
Kyrie and made sure he understood how valuable he was to our team. Before leaving the locker
room, I hugged Kyrie and told him that I loved him and that I hoped he learned a lesson. He
apologized and said it would never happen again. While I was exceptionally disappointed that
we lost the game, I was proud of the leadership that Kobe and Kyrie showed in the midst of a
crisis that changed the way we played the game against City Lutheran. In fact, Kobe referenced
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this game as a pivotal moment in his leadership development, mentioning that he felt that he
“did a good job getting everybody on the same page that game” (Kobe Interview 4, March 13,
2015).
Kobe Challenges the Team about Work Ethic
I included a 10-minute individual shooting workout as a section of practice
approximately twice per week. The purpose was to allow players to improve on specific
shooting skills for the types of shots they take in games, at the speed they would need to shoot
in a game. This structure enabled players who specialize in one particular shot to focus on that,
while more well-rounded players could emphasize a skill they wanted to improve. Several
players typically utilized the time effectively, but many did not. I did not have any concerns
with that situation because, with few exceptions, the players who were going to participate in
games would work hard enough to get better. Though many players were not demonstrating
exceptional work ethic, it was often a productive use of practice time for several of my players
who played in games.
On February 13, Kobe was demonstrably upset at the effort that many of his teammates
were displaying during this shooting section of practice. After the drill ended, he yelled at the
entire team about working hard enough to improve at a shooting skill, and ended by indicating
that an early playoff exit could result from poor work ethic during skill sections of practice. His
teammates, including his fellow captains, did not appreciate Kobe’s message and seemed
confused. Kyrie said that it affected him because he felt he was trying hard (Kyrie Participant
Journal, February 16, 2015) and that he “didn’t know what he was talking about” (Kyrie
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Interview 4, March 13, 2015) when it happened. TJ, also, was offended and wrote that “Kobe
doesnt [sic] know how to evaluate our effort” (TJ Participant Journal, February 16, 2015).
Damian and Kyrie did not support Kobe and appeared offended by his assertion that they were
not working hard. TJ demonstrated more restraint, even though he initially disagreed with
Kobe, by publicly showing support and privately encouraging people he believed worked hard.
I knew that it would be important to address the team after Kobe criticized them.
Though I believed Kobe was correct in his assessment of the general effort of the team, I did
not believe that his approach was beneficial because a majority of players on our team had
difficulty handling public criticism. I also knew that Kobe’s understanding of effort was
different than his teammates’ understanding of effort, and this incongruence hindered how his
message was accepted by his peers. I met with the team to “soften the blow” of Kobe’s
message by agreeing in principle but stating it in a more relaxed manner, then had a discussion
with Kobe the next time I took him out of a drill:
I talked with [Kobe] when I took him out of the next … offensive drill and told him
they are not ready to handle being called out publicly like that. He said there isn’t
enough time left to keep being nice (so to speak). I told him he might be right, but not
sure they’ll respond. (Field Note, February 13, 2015)
Kobe apparently felt compelled by the realization that his career was nearing its
conclusion, and wanted to make sure he did everything he could to change the behaviors of his
teammates to provide the best opportunities for success. Several days later, he reflected on the
incident by recognizing that his approach might not have been beneficial. He said, “Coach had
a conversation with me about the way I said it and he said that I need to say it differently and I
blew him off and I should’ve accepted it” (Kobe Participant Journal, February 16, 2015) At the
time, Kobe believed that his direct and loud approach had the best chance of success because
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other methods had not worked at changing the effort of his peers. But, in retrospect, he
understood the challenge in leading people to change ingrained behaviors, and he realized that
the consequences that resulted from his choice may have been more detrimental than he would
have wanted:
I basically just thought that a bunch of people were thinking they were working hard
when they weren’t. And when we talked about it you told me that it would be better to
do that when we’re all together and I disagreed ‘cause I thought they weren’t gonna
change their mind whether they thought they were working hard regardless. And I
thought there would be a better chance of them realizing it if I got on them in front of
everybody. But now that I look back on it, neither way probably would have worked.
(Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015)
He continued by noting that he probably should have remained quiet because he caused “some
guys [to be] pissed at me for the next two or three days” (Kobe Interview 4).
In response to the incident, Damian and Kyrie were “very sarcastic during the shooting
workout” by outrageously exaggerating their work ethic the next several times I included the
drill at practice (Field Note, February 16, 2015). Damian described his actions by saying,
“When Kobe said that I went overly hard for rebounds, I was going super hard and… I was
going so hard it was kinda ridiculous, like smart-alecky” (Damian Interview 4, March 11,
2015). In my opinion, their actions “undercut Kobe a little bit and probably reinforced negative
habits in [Damian and Kyrie]” (Field Note, February 16, 2015). My decision to not address
their sarcasm publicly likely implicitly caused further damage to Kobe’s leadership credibility
with his teammates. Damian believed that their exaggerated work ethic “might have helped
‘cause [he] was going so hard,” but I did not agree with his assessment because it was obvious
they was doing it out of spite. After the first time, when Kobe was offended by their
exaggerations, Kobe disregarded their actions. In fact, TJ mentioned the disrespectful nature of
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the behavior that Kyrie and Damian displayed during the next several shooting workout drills
and Kobe’s response:
Kyrie and Damian were very passive-aggressive about it … and they took it as a joke.
After that they were … in Kobe’s face going hard out of control crazy, like a bat out of
hell for no reason. Just to try to prove their point. (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015)
Conversely, TJ responded to his disagreement with Kobe’s outburst by attempting to convince
Kobe that there would be a better method to convey the same message. His idea for Kobe was
to approach the team with multiple voices proclaiming the same idea. He said,
I think I backed Kobe. I remember going up to him afterwards and saying that next time
you notice it just come to me so that you don’t look like a d-bag being all in their ear so
that I’ll actually say it so it’s two people saying it. “Whoa, this might be true.” (TJ
Interview 4)
The incident with Kobe yelling at his team about work ethic was enlightening to me as
their coach and mentor. First, it reiterated my belief that a majority of our team, including
several of our captains, were intolerant of public criticism. This contradicted the captains’
belief after John quit the team that we would be more able to handle criticism. Though several
of our team captains believed the culture enabled captains to be “more up front with people”
(Damian Participant Journal, February 8, 2015) and that our team was easier to hold
accountable “without really being worried about somebody pouting about it or getting upset”
(Kobe Interview 3, January 2, 2015), there were often immature and “baby-ish” (Damian
Interview 4, March 11, 2015) responses by several captains to public criticism throughout the
season. This situation also reinforced my personal challenge to mentor players even when it is
difficult. I demonstrated a willingness to allow Kobe to express his voice and offer advice in a
private environment, but I failed to hold Kyrie and Damian accountable for undermining the
authority of another captain. Finally, it showed me the leadership growth that TJ had
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experienced in approaching his mentor, Kobe, about an alternative method for instructing the
team.
Final Non-Conference Game
We played an inferior opponent in our final non-conference game during the last week
of the regular season, three days prior to the conference championship game against City
Lutheran. We won the non-conference game by 21 points, but I was displeased with the way
that some of our players approached the game. I felt that Damian and Kyrie, among other
players, were more focused on individual accomplishments during the game than playing
within our team’s system. I wrote,
I got into the team, mainly Damian and Kyrie, in the locker room for selfish decisions.
Damian did not look up one time during the postgame talk. On the bus I talked to Kobe
and he agreed with everything I said. I talked with Damian and Kyrie on the bus, and
they agreed with me too. There was no apology by either. I also texted Evan, who
agreed. TJ did not think I was correct, though, in a text conversation I had with him.
(Field Note, February 24, 2015)
I believed that we had to be playing as a team if we wanted to win the conference
championship, so I addressed the team to eliminate what I perceived as selfish play prior to the
game with City Lutheran.
My approach did not work, because both Damian and Kyrie were extremely upset with
the message I delivered to them in the locker room. I spent the evening of the game wondering
why, if Damian and Kyrie agreed with my assessment of selfish play, they did not apologize. It
became clear that both captains actually did not agree with my perception the next day at
practice, because both Damian and Kyrie had exceptionally low energy. Kyrie believed that he
lost confidence as a result of my locker room speech. He said, “After that, then I felt during
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practices or something if I take a contested layup or something I feel like it was bad to take so I
didn’t want to shoot anymore” (Kyrie Interview 4, March 13, 2015). Damian described his
mood as “passive-aggressive” in his journal, and said, “I didn’t try hard at all… It was not a
smart thing to do, not the right thing to do” (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015). He
acknowledged the effect his behavior had on the team when he stated, “Everybody was like,
‘why are you so passive-aggressive’ and all that, so they obviously didn’t like it either, they
know it’s wrong too.” Though it was obvious that Damian and Kyrie were upset at me, at the
time neither admitted it was a result of the locker room speech.
In addition to the residual effect of my speech on Damian and Kyrie, I also frustrated TJ
at practice the next day by challenging his mind in several previously documented instances. I
wrote the following about practice:
Absolutely awful practice. Damian and Kyrie pouted the whole time. TJ pouted after I
got on him for odd conversational communication during shell, and it got worse
(including some talk back) after I told him he made a poor cut on offense. Kobe said in
post-practice that we cannot do this, and if we want to beat City Lutheran we have to
change our practice behavior. After he spoke, I ranted about doing the right thing and
gave a motivational speech. (Field Note, February 25, 2015)
With one practice remaining before the conference championship game, our team had three of
four captains quarrelling with the head coach in a way that affected practice productivity and
team morale. I knew that the tension had to be fixed, but I still was unsure of how to address
the conflict. Since directly addressing the issue by indicating I knew they were upset with me
would be equivalent to telling Damian and Kyrie that they lied to me on the bus without
concrete evidence, I had to decide how to proceed to restore our relationship before the next
practice.
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Kobe asked to come in for extra shooting later that evening, so I asked him his thoughts
on the situation and whether I should communicate with the other 3 captains before the end of
the day. I wrote that his response was “they were all whining about me at [a local restaurant]”
because of the way I was coaching them, and that he would not let them continue the
conversation because “they knew better” than to keep saying that with him around (Field Note,
February 25, 2015). I presumed they were upset at me, and I was thankful that he confirmed my
supposition so I could prepare to properly coach the other captains. He suggested that I wait to
talk with them until the next day. Kobe reflected on the benefits of having the conversation that
evening:
The other day I had a conversation with coach about how 3 of our starters were pouting
at practice because coach called them out on being selfish. We talked about how to
handle them and restore relationships with them. This helped me lead and motivate
them because it made me think about their motives behind doing things. (Kobe
Participant Journal, February 26, 2015)
I normally liked to address issues with my captains on the same day they occurred, because I
philosophically believed that settling disputes early leads to better long-term interpersonal
relationships. Due to the conversation I had with Kobe, however, I decided against trying to
initiate conversation via text message that evening and scheduled a captains’ meeting before
practice. By doing so, I could personally address the issues rather than with technology, and
with Kobe present there would be additional support for my assertion that restoring relationship
immediately would be vital for our success.
At the captains’ meeting, I allowed the captains to have time to write in their journals
before we had any discussion. Though I was unable to read their journal entries until the season
ended, I was not surprised that all three upset captains wrote about either the locker room
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speech after the February 24 non-conference game or an event related to the practice on
February 25. In fact, TJ wrote that I tried to make him look stupid at practice and called me a
“d-bag (emphasis his)” (TJ Participant Journal, February 26, 2015). Kyrie and Damian
indicated that they were upset with the way I called their performances selfish, with Kyrie
saying that he felt like he got fouled on a shot and “got chewed out for it twice after the game”
(Kyrie Participant Journal, February 26, 2015). Damian noted,
[I] had a bad day of practice because I felt I was playing aggressive [in the game last
night] and coach thought I was selfish so I went into passive-aggressive mode which
made practice bad. I had to change that for today’s practice so we can win tomorrow.
(Damian Participant Journal, February 26, 2015)
In a sign of maturity and an understanding that their actions are influential to other people,
Damian and TJ recognized that their reactions to my coaching style were detrimental to our
pursuit of a conference championship because they hindered our ability to have good practices.
TJ said that my actions should not influence him and that he was “a negative influence on
practice and affected other people in practice” (TJ Participant Journal, February 26, 2015).
After the writing section of the captains’ meeting, I told the captains that we needed to fix the
problem from yesterday because it was important to motivate the team before the game against
City Lutheran. Kobe spoke up and reiterated my message. The group agreed that the practice
from the previous day was not acceptable and that we would be motivated to have a more
energized practice. The meeting concluded, and we went to practice. Neither Damian nor Kyrie
admitted that they were upset about the locker room speech from the non-conference game.
Our practice on February 26 was much better than the previous day, but was still “not
great” and I wrote that it was “obvious Kobe is trying to lead the other core guys to do what
they are supposed to do, but is having a hard time” (Field Note, February 26, 2015). There was
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considerable improvement, though, from the effort level on February 25. Kobe came into the
gym again to shoot later in the evening, and we agreed it would be wise for me to continue to
have text message communication with the other captains that evening to continue to rebuild
the relationships. By the next day’s pregame practice, the other captains seemed much more
focused on the game than any relationship strife we had. We won the game on February 27
against City Lutheran by 21 points and won the conference championship. Our team played a
great game, and I wrote that it was “one of the most fun days of my career” (Field Note,
February 27, 2015).
In retrospect, knowing what I later learned about the ability of each captain to accept
public criticism, I mishandled the methods by which I addressed Damian and Kyrie in the
locker room and TJ at practice. I should have addressed what I perceived as selfish play from
Damian and Kyrie with them individually in a dialogue setting rather than publicly with the
team. I also learned that TJ has difficulty with me coaching his decision-making in public
situations. Kobe helped me understand the situation better and aided my formulation of a plan
to restore relationships with the other captains.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I described five situations that included most of the participants
interacting with each other to provide an opportunity to understand how the participants reacted
to conflict. The purpose of the chapter was to provide specific insight into the interactions
between the participants in the study at several important junctures during the season in order
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to analyze the extent that each participant’s actions in tense situations aligned with their typical
leadership behaviors.

CHAPTER 10
INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS BY RESEARCH QUESTION

In this chapter, the findings that were presented and analyzed in the previous chapters
are interpreted based on the research questions of the study. The four research questions that
framed the study were:
1. How do team captains perceive their evolution as leaders over the course of a
season?
2. How do the captains’ perceptions of their leadership relate to the coach’s perception
of his mentoring?
3. How does the coach perceive his evolution as a mentor of captains over the course
of a season?
4. How does the coach’s mentoring relate to the captains’ perceptions of their
leadership?
Within each section, the major themes that developed throughout the season are explored and
detailed.
Interpretation of Research Question #1
Three themes emerged from the analysis of how team captains on the Riverfront boys’
basketball team generally perceived their evolution as leaders. First, captains typically observed
specific areas of growth in their leadership. Second, captains noted their leadership evolution as
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a maturation process. Third, captains presented internal and external hindrances to their
development as leaders.
Specific Areas of Growth
All four team captains noted specific aspects of development based on their personal
conception of leadership. First, I interpret their perceived growth based on their
communication-based areas of growth, including their use of voice and building relationships.
Second, I interpret their perceived growth in areas that are not primarily based on
communication, such as providing energy and setting an example.
Communication-Based Leadership Areas
The most commonly mentioned perceived area of growth was the use of voice. Each
captain indicated voice as an element of leadership in his preseason leadership definition. The
ability to influence communication between team members in a positive manner during practice
or competition as a leader has been shown to be important for task cohesion (Smith, Arthur,
Hardy, Callow, & Williams, 2013), and the captains all believed their use of voice at practices
and games improved throughout the season. Damian and Kyrie both perceived that their use of
voice increased as the season progressed, and often cited examples of using their voice to
provide individualized feedback to peers. They also referenced providing feedback to people
during drills. Essentially, Damian and Kyrie—who had never expressed themselves vocally—
found growth by expanding their voice and beginning to Challenge the Process more than they
had in previous years. This increase in the use of voice, however, was still restricted by their
personality. Damian, for example, judged his leadership success based on peer approval.
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Damian did not feel comfortable challenging his peers regularly and believed that employing
the preferred leadership behavior of his teammates was often congruent to the required
behavior to enhance the team climate.
TJ and Kobe, conversely, noted their improvement at using their voice in a more
controlled manner with their peers. TJ began to do “less pointing out other people’s mistakes
that they already know that they messed up” and started using his voice to “focus on the next
time instead of what just happened” (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015). Kobe reflected that he
was “a little less vocal especially in public,” and he decided that “the more relaxed approach I
took to things… probably the better it worked out” with this particular group (Kobe Interview
4, March 13, 2015). TJ and Kobe believed they evolved as leaders by being more selective in
their use of voice and believed that their voices would become more powerful by occasionally
restraining it. This leadership adjustment agrees with the MMSL (Chelladurai, 1990) because
TJ and Kobe supposed that adjusting their actual leadership behavior toward the behavior
preferred by their peers would cause the least reduction in group performance. Both captains
also focused on trying to use their voice and action to Encourage the Heart more effectively by
celebrating their peers successes throughout the season; this often occurred through postgame
speech comments, positive physical touches, or text messages. It was interesting to note that the
use of voice seemed to have two separate stages. The first stage involved gaining confidence in
using voice and increasing the frequency of task-related communication with teammates. The
second stage, usually after becoming comfortable with group-wide communication, was
balancing between communicating too much and too little.

198
Because building relationships relies on communication and typically has tangible
results, the captains viewed their ability to build relationships as another positive aspect of their
evolution as leaders. TJ cited improved relationships with the underclassmen as a means
motivating them to play hard (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015). Even Damian, who did not
mention relationships as important while defining leadership, spoke of his relationship with
Mario as important (Damian Participant Journal, January 8 and 14, 2015). Kobe made it a
priority for the team to spend time together outside of basketball activities, which Damian
indicated improved the team chemistry (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015).
Some relationships, though, were viewed as stagnant because many of the players on
the team had been together as a varsity basketball team for three years. Kobe noted that his
“relationships with all the guys were pretty set in stone over the last three years” so he could
focus on maintaining relationships and using the trust he had previously developed to “motivate
everybody” (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015). The trust that resulted from those friendships
and relationships “just made things easier” for Kobe “to talk about something or resolve
something” when situations arose. Other captains also mentioned that the relationships they had
built with teammates fostered trust. This trust, built through relationship, allowed certain
captains to focus on the practices of Challenge the Process and Enable Others to Act by
motivating their peers to work harder and move together toward a common goal.
Communication-based leadership skills, such as use of voice in practice and building
relationships, were obvious areas of evolution for the captains. Other aspects of leadership were
not nearly as recognizable when they reflected on their evolution. This is likely due to the more
fluid nature of communication compared to many other leadership traits. Since most athletes
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have difficulty using voice, particularly to challenge or criticize their peers, changes in
communication are likely much easier for captains to understand upon reflection.
Leadership Areas Not Primarily Based on Communication
All four captains believed that setting an example, which relates to the Five Practices
concept Model the Way (Kouzes & Posner, 2002), was important. It has also been shown that
team leaders are more effective when they set an example, are role models, and have strong
work ethic (Cronin, Arthur, Hardy, & Callow, 2015; Holmes, McNeil, & Adorna, 2010).
However, none of the captains in this study believed their work ethic as a leadership skill
evolved during the season. Setting an example, including work ethic and effort, was referred to
in more stagnant terms by captains in their reflections. Captains believed they “set a good
example for everyone to see” (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015) on a consistent basis, and
that any struggles with effort or work ethic were a result of “lost focus” (TJ Interview 4, March
12, 2015) or external circumstances such as “something bad” happening at school (Kyrie
Interview 4, March 13, 2015). Part of the incongruence between the captains’ perceptions of
their ability to lead and some peers’ willingness to follow resulted from inconsistency in setting
an example, which caused difficulty for teammates to follow the shared vision that is required
from Kouzes and Posner’s Five Practices.
The other leadership concept that most captains stated at the beginning of the season
was providing energy. This probably was due to most captains believing that their ability to
influence the general attitude and focus of the team on a daily basis was instrumental in our
team reaching its potential in the long-term. Similar to the captains’ views on setting an
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example, most of the references to energy inferred that it varied based on the day, but in
general they could not improve over time. Of the 4 captains in the study, only Kobe referred to
his ability to bring energy as changeable. Like communication, Kobe discovered part of his
evolution as a leader included finding balance in his ability to provide positive energy to
practices without being an annoyance to his peers. The other three varsity captains in the
Riverfront boys’ basketball program viewed energy as less malleable than Kobe. Damian did
not include energy as a trait of leadership prior to the season. TJ referred to himself as “the
hype man,” implying that energy was part of his general personality, and referred to days where
he did not provide energy as aberrations (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015). Kyrie, similar to his
belief regarding setting an example, did not suggest any change in his energy on a general basis
and referred to exterior circumstances as the reasons for poor energy on bad days (Kyrie
Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
Holistic Maturation Process
In addition to reflecting on specific aspects of leadership development, all four captains
in the study represented their evolution as leaders as a holistic sense. Each captain viewed his
leadership ability as flexible and believed he matured over time to become a more effective
leader. There were five themes that developed from the captains’ views on maturation:
necessity, learning from observation, learning from personal experience, learning from
coaching or mentoring, and confidence.
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Improving Due to Necessity

The captains referenced necessity as a significant motivator for becoming more mature
as a leader. Though the captains did not mature as a result of necessity, they believed that
necessity caused them to lead in different ways. As a result, they were more willing to learn
from experience and mentoring. For example, Kobe first became a leader on the Riverfront
basketball team due to necessity as a sophomore. This led to the start of his maturation process
as a leader, which he indicated required learning through experience and mentoring. Kyrie also
mentioned necessity as a vital component of his decision to change his leadership focus (Kyrie
Interview 3, January 3, 2015). Consequently, Kyrie began to go “outside his comfort zone.”
Damian believed his recruitment process necessitated his maturity, because he wanted to act in
a way that would make college coaches recruit him. He said, “It’s kinda made me mature,
‘cause… it would look really, really bad when coaches were there watching open gyms, if I
acted one way and I acted a totally different way [when they were not there]” (Damian
Interview 2, November 6, 2014). Conversely, a lack of necessity influenced captains to not
challenge themselves and utilize skills in certain ways. TJ, Damian, and Kyrie all stated that
they allowed other captains with specific traits, such as confrontation or problem-solving, to
address situations.
Learning by Observation
Several team captains mentioned observation of others demonstrating leadership as a
factor in their maturation as leaders. This aligns with findings from Kempster (2006), who
noted that the leadership process includes recognizing leadership behaviors in others that are
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worthy of being emulated. Kobe cited observation as critical for his leadership development
(Kobe Interview 1, August 24, 2014). TJ, also, repeatedly stated throughout the season that he
learned by observing Kobe. TJ specifically cited that he learned by watching Kobe’s attitude
and methodology during the final season he played with Kobe (TJ Interview 4, March 12,
2015). Likewise, Damian implicitly referenced observing Kobe as an influence in his evolution
as a leader by mentioning that he would not utilize some of the “yelling” methodology that
Kobe used to motivate his teammates (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015). He also
mentioned reflecting on decisions that I made to evaluate “if they’re good ones or not, if they
helped the team or not.” This enabled him to reflect on my methodology and adjust his view of
leadership through his perceptions of the success or failure of my strategies.
Learning by Experience and Reflection
Another aspect of the maturation process that the team captains described was learning
through personal experience and reflection. Several captains noted the importance of learning
through experience, and said that you must practice leadership skills to become better. This
aligned with previous findings indicating that most athletes learn leadership through experience
(Gould & Voelker, 2012). Reflecting on those skills was also valuable, which supports findings
from Olsen and Burk (2014) that reflection reinforces the connection between conceptual and
practical knowledge.
Kobe commonly reflected on his leadership and the mentoring he received, and would
often debate if another method would have been more effective. For Kobe, the reflection would
often involve a more relaxed approach to approaching a teammate, which he stated was a
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significant area of personal growth. Kyrie mentioned experiential learning by reflecting on his
technical foul in the first City Lutheran game. TJ believed that learning from experience,
particularly through writing, was like “learning history” because he reviewed his action and
“learn[ed] how to do it better by thinking about it later” (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015).
Specifically, he noted that he understood the need to contain his anger and frustration as a
leader. Damian also noted that reflecting on his personal decisions was beneficial to determine
if they helped or hurt the team (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015). Several captains also
projected that their personal experiences as leaders in the Riverfront basketball program would
aid their ability to lead in the future. Learning through personal experience relates strongly to
the MMSL, as the captains had to adjust their leadership style based on past experiences where
their actual behavior resulted in a perceived loss of productivity due to misalignment with
either preferred or required behavior (Chelladurai, 1990).
Learning from Mentoring and Coaching
Learning from mentoring and coaching was a fourth theme that appeared when captains
discussed their maturation processes, which Kempster (2006) described when discussing the
importance of mentors—which he called “notable people”—for leaders as they evolved into
understanding their roles as leaders. This may not necessarily be true in general, though,
because a previous study found that only one of 13 captains received instruction on leadership
from their coach (Voelker et al., 2011). Several captains referred to coaches as teachers of
specific leadership skills and attributes, which subsequently caused more focused leadership
improvement. Kobe mentioned learning skills from coaches at a leadership basketball camp
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and from conversations with me (Kobe Interview 1, August 24, 2014). He also stated that
learning about leadership from me in a curricular setting forced him to begin thinking about
how to lead in a more systematic manner. Kyrie stated that he repeatedly looked at notes he
took at the leadership basketball camp, which caused him to want to get out of his comfort zone
more (Kyrie Interview 1, August 24, 2014).
Next, several captains referred to mentors as influences over their motivations and
thinking, which consequently affected the captains’ actions. This influence occurred as coaches
or mentors would challenge the captains to go beyond their comfort zone. TJ referenced me as
an influence over his behavior and the way he viewed leadership as a result of the fact that I
push him (TJ Interview 1, August 26, 2014). He cited me as a reason why he wants to improve
as a leader; he said, “You want us to be leaders and, so, that makes me want to be one” (TJ
Interview 3, January 3, 2015). TJ also mentioned conversations with Kobe as influential in
shaping his decision-making as a captain (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015). Damian stated that
his Tri City Stars coach, Logan, and college coaches during the recruiting process were
attempting to get him to be more vocal as a leader, and the influence of his mentors influenced
his goal (Damian Interview 2, November 6, 2014).
Coaches and mentors also provided feedback to captains after leadership situations.
These conversations caused the captains to reflect on their leadership decisions in order to
improve for the future. Kobe repeatedly referenced conversations he had with coaches in his
journal, and he stated that they had a profound influence on his subsequent behavior. Other
captains did not discuss mentoring feedback in general terms, but they did note the positive
learning experiences that enhanced their maturity through specific mentoring situations. For
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instance, Damian referenced the conversation he and I had about John following the incident
with John’s father, as opportunities to learn about how to handle adverse situations (Damian
Participant Journal, December 28, 2014). Learning through conversations with mentors relates
strongly to the MMSL, as the mentoring relationship caused the captains to reflect on situations
where their actual leader behavior resulted in either effective or ineffective productivity due to
the amount of alignment with preferred or required leader behavior (Chelladurai, 1990).
Gaining Confidence
Finally, captains matured as leaders as they gained confidence in their ability to lead.
Confidence was typically perceived to be a product of their experience and playing ability. TJ
and Kyrie both indicated that leadership takes practice to improve (TJ Interview 1, August 26,
2014 and Kyrie Interview 3, January 4, 2015). The team captains’ confidence increased as they
improved as players, practiced their leadership skills, and gained experience leading others.
Kobe, likewise, said that he became a better leader as his approach had “probably gotten a little
smarter” (Kobe Interview 2, November 5, 2014). Damian, though, perceived his confidence
and ability as a leader to be solely based on peer response rather than by experiential learning
(Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015).
The captains also viewed their confidence as leaders resulting from the combination of
their age with those experiences. TJ noted that his teammates respect him more as a leader
because he is older and has experience (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015) Damian, likewise,
mentioned that he gained the respect of his peers due to his work ethic, and they “listen to
[him] more” because he is “an upperclassman now” (Damian Interview 2, November 6, 2014).
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Kobe mentioned a greater willingness to go outside his comfort zone due to increased
confidence from age and experience. With higher confidence levels, the captains perceived
themselves to be better able to Challenge the Process because they believed they were more
trusted by their peers and were more apt to make a difference in leading the team (Kouzes and
Posner, 2002).
Hindrances to Leadership Development
It is not surprising that all four captains in the study generally viewed their leadership
experience as positive. Hansen and Larson (2007) found that most youth view formal
leadership opportunities as beneficial experiences. However, each of the captains in this study
also found there to be challenges to their leadership development. Several captains noted that
leadership was hard, and TJ noted that leadership was “very complex and it’s not the same for
everybody” (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015). I have interpreted the hindrances as either
internal or external.
Internal Hindrances
First, each Riverfront boys’ basketball team captain referenced at least one specific
instance where his attitude or mood caused their leadership to suffer. These instances often
resulted in numerous consecutive days of poor leadership as they tried to restore their
confidence as a leader. For example, Kobe’s first week of practice and Damian’s repeated
issues with me led to struggles in leading their peers for several days.
Second, the leadership development for the team captains was hindered by poor
basketball performance. Since there is evidence that leaders in athletics need to be perceived as
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skilled players by their peers (Loughead et al., 2006; Moran & Weiss, 2006; Pease & Zhang,
2002), it would logically follow that athletic leaders would not be as confident when they do
not feel they are playing well. TJ said, “If I’m not confident, that takes my performance level
down and if my performance level is down then I’m not leading as well because I’m not as
pumped up as I normally am” (TJ Interview 2, November 4, 2014). All four captains referenced
similar sentiments. Kobe, in particular, knew that poor play affected his leadership before the
season, and set it as a goal to not allow that to occur during his senior season. Though there
were “a couple times” when Kobe believed he allowed his personal basketball performance to
affect his leadership, he felt that he improved and was not affected as much as in past seasons
(Kobe Interview 3, January 2, 2015).
Both captain attitude and basketball performance influence the captain’s thought
process before a situation arises. Chelladurai (1990) discussed the importance of antecedents,
including attitude and perception of performance, as athletic leaders make decisions regarding
leader behavior. It was apparent that most Riverfront team captains were unable to minimize
the influence of personality antecedents on leader behavior. Only Kobe, who was in his third
year as the most vocal captain, was able to prioritize consistency in his leadership personality
regardless of attitude-related or performance-related antecedents. This focus on leadership
consistency, according to Kobe, was a result of two years of experience to determine that he
struggled in this area. This also came after Kobe had become comfortable leading vocally, so
he could concentrate on the more advanced skill of staying consistent as a leader regardless of
circumstances.
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External Hindrances

Many of the team captains were hesitant to lead based on their perception of teammates’
responses to their leadership. Specifically, captains would not continue communicating to lead
a teammate if that teammate typically would not respond to their voice or style. Though leaders
should adjust their leadership style to meet the maturity level of their teammates (Hersey &
Blanchard, 1977), sometimes captains would stop attempting to lead players who they
perceived did not have “the will to want to get better” (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015).
Every captain referenced difficulty leading several players, and discussed situations
when they would stop trying to use their voice. For instance, Kobe mentioned occasions that he
would stop trying to motivate Damian because Damian did not change his behavior (Kobe
Interview 4, March 13, 2015). In another example, each captain described difficulty leading
John and expressed frustration in trying to say things in a manner that would influence John’s
motivation. Kouzes and Posner (2002) discussed that there are occasionally obstacles that
ensue when leaders Challenge the Process and team members do not accept the challenge. This
difficulty influences future actual leader behaviors, because the preferred behavior of the
athlete is radically different from the required behavior as perceived by the captain
(Chelladurai, 1990).
Finally, other hindrances to leadership involved relationships with peers. Some captains
referenced situations involving other captains that caused their leadership to suffer. For
example, TJ indicated that he is adversely influenced when “Kyrie, Damian, and Kobe always
hate on each other, ‘you suck,’… ‘no you suck,’ point out their flaws” because he joins them in
their negativity toward each other (TJ Interview 2, November 4, 2014).
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Conclusion

The team captains on the Riverfront boys’ basketball team generally perceived their
evolution as leaders with three general concepts. Captains observed specific growth in areas
such as energy, voice, relationship building, and setting an example. The team captains also
noted their leadership evolution was a maturation process, usually started by necessity, that
involved learning by observation, learning through experience, learning from coaching or
mentoring, and confidence. Finally, captains expressed hindrances to their evolution as leaders,
such as attitude, basketball performance, and perceived response by peers.
Interpretation of Research Question #2
I have interpreted three major concepts from how team captains on the Riverfront boys’
basketball team perceived their leadership relative to my perception of my mentoring. First, I
discuss the level of congruence between my focus as a mentor and each captain’s focus on
improvement as a leader. Second, I discuss the relationship between my conversations with the
captains and their perceived experiences, including reflection and action. Third, I discuss my
beliefs on the influence of the mentoring process for the captains to increase their initiative and
reflection.
Congruence in Captain and Mentor Focus
As the captains acted as athletic leaders for the Riverfront boys’ basketball team
throughout the season, they were focused on specific skills and concepts for their own personal
improvement as leaders. They also concentrated on certain skills and concepts that they
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believed would most benefit the team. As a mentor, I intended to provide as much guidance as
necessary for the captains to reach their leadership potential. In most cases, there was
significant congruence between the conceptual foci for the captains and me. But, as their coach,
I also analyzed their role on the team and focused my conversations concerning leadership on
the topics I believed would benefit the team. As a result, there were instances that my
conversational emphasis as a mentor with a captain would differ from the preseason leadership
emphases of the captain. Since coaches function as leaders in athletic settings, the MMSL
applies to my situation as a mentor as well as the captains’ situations leading their peers. My
behavior choices as their leader and mentor were dependent on my perceptions of the captains’
strengths, their personalities, and the circumstances surrounding the team at a particular time.
This approach coincided with the model proposed by Chelladurai (1990), which postulated that
actual leader behavior was a function of several antecedents in an attempt to bring congruence
to required and preferred leader behavior.
As Kouzes and Posner (2002) theorized, it is important for leaders to Model the Way
before they can advance to other Exemplary Practices of leadership. Consequently, my
mentoring emphasis was typically congruent to a captain’s leadership goals if I perceived that
captain to be effectively setting an example for their teammates. For instance, I observed Kobe
as consistently demonstrating positive work ethic, effort, and energy to his teammates at any
basketball-related activity. I, during my mentoring conversations, would therefore emphasize
relationship building with Kobe. To a lesser extent, I mentored Kyrie in a similar manner
during his senior season. I would challenge Kyrie in methods congruent to his goal of
increasing his voice. But, based on my perception of Kyrie’s personality and development as a
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leader, I did not attempt to mentor Kyrie to use his voice much in group settings. TJ believed he
needed to be positive and encourage his teammates (TJ Participant Journal, November 9, 2014),
and there were many times during the season that I mentored TJ to communicate with his
teammates at practice and encourage them outside of practice.
However, I would change my approach and mentor a team captain in a different
manner if I did not perceive him to Model the Way effectively. Though it rarely occurred with
Kobe during his senior season, I would often converse with him about the importance of
putting forth maximum effort during full-court drills at the end of practice when he was
younger. This was a regular occurrence with Damian and TJ during the season research was
conducted, as well. In my minimal experience as a varsity coach, consistency with effort at
practice is a common problem for juniors. Instead of being able to emphasize communication
or relationships, I would have to decide how to best approach captains when they were not
setting an example with work ethic or attitude. This focus inhibited my ability to mentor them
in a manner congruent to their desire, but I believed it was more important to alert them to the
damage that results from a captain failing to Model the Way. It was also important that I
delivered the message about work ethic or attitude in an appropriate method since I supposed
certain approaches would make the situation worse.
The incongruence between my message and a captain’s focus occurred most frequently
with Damian. Damian thought about leadership in a practical sense almost exclusively as the
use of voice. He viewed his leadership development as relatively consistent throughout the year
as a result of his perceived increase in the regularity and type of feedback he would give his
peers during practice (Damian Interview 3, January 3, 2015). I, though, would rarely
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communicate with Damian about his use of voice because I was regularly concerned about his
work ethic and energy. During the time periods where Damian was exhibiting poor work ethic,
it was difficult to get him to understand the influence his attitude or work ethic had on his
peers. So, I focused my mentoring with Damian on several occasions by challenging him to
Model the Way. Since I observed Damian respond poorly to both Kobe and me challenging him
about his work ethic directly, I mentored Damian by communicating with him outside of
organized basketball activities and asking him questions about his behavior. This change in
mentoring focus also occurred with TJ, but much less frequently. I could typically directly
address TJ in the evening through a text message or phone call in order to inform him about my
feelings on his work ethic or attitude, and he would often respond well.
Mentoring Conversations Related to Perceived Experience
The Riverfront boys’ basketball team captains typically perceived their leadership
development as positive experiences. The extent to which each captain related their
development as a leader to the mentorship they received varied substantially. The effectiveness
of mentoring or coaching is often a product of both the leadership behaviors of the mentor and
the perception of the protégé (Smoll & Smith, 1989). For instance, the perception of mentoring
conversations was influenced by the dynamics of the coach-player relationship. Depending on
the manner that a captain understood a particular conversation, dialogue could be interpreted as
mandate. For example, Kobe would reflect on occasions that he believed he should have
responded differently to my suggestions, and he sometimes interpreted my suggestions as
commands. While these instances were not frequent, it was clear that there were occasions
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when the captains’ perception of the intent of my communication influenced the mentoring
process. This finding aligns with previous research indicating that athlete perceptions of coach
leadership behaviors relate strongly to team cohesion (Shields et al., 1997).
Kobe and TJ believed there was enough value in the mentoring process that they
reflected on it in interviews or journal entries. Kobe consistently viewed his leadership
development experience as being heavily influenced by the lessons he learned through
interactions with me. Since Kobe perceived his relationship with me as markedly beneficial in
his leadership development process, he reflected on the change in thought process that resulted
from our conversations. TJ also valued the mentoring relationship and stated that my consistent
communication in his life made him a more responsible person and challenged him to be a
leader (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015). While the mentoring relationship was clearly not the
sole influence in their leadership development, it did profoundly inspire several captains.
Alternatively, mentoring can also have minimal effect or subconscious influence on a
protégé. My team captains would frequently discover leadership lessons and attribute the
seminal moment of development as personal experience or communication with someone else,
though I may have had numerous mentoring conversations with them about the same topic.
Kyrie and Damian made no specific references to any mentoring conversations in their
interviews, but many of the aspects of their learning were topics of conversation between them
and me over the course of our relationships. The perception that Damian had concerning his
motivation to increase his use of voice at practice was prototypical for this type of learning.
Throughout his sophomore season, I was consistently in dialogue with Damian about the
necessity of increasing his vocal role on our team and pushing himself outside his comfort zone
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as a communicator. When he reflected on his motivation for increasing his use of voice prior to
his junior season, he noted two significant influences: a perceived need to guide younger
teammates to become better players and the prompting of college coaches and Hugh (Damian
Interview 2, November 6, 2014). Noticeably absent from those influences was me, though it
had been a point of emphasis from me to him for over a year.
My Perceptions of Mentoring Benefits
I also had perceptions of the relationship between the team captains’ leadership
development and my mentoring. First, I believed the mentoring process enabled captains to
become more independent and take more initiative as leaders. Grandzol (2008), in his study of
31 collegiate team captains, found that collegiate team captains were expected to discuss team
issues with the coach and act as intermediaries between the team and the coach. I wanted my
high school captains to have those roles, as well as other focused communication roles, in order
to expand their comfort communicating with their peers and me. I made it a priority during the
season to allow my high school team captains to exercise their voice and make decisions, and I
perceived the additional freedom resulted in greater confidence for the captains to take
initiative.
For example, every captain had individual conversations with teammates for the
purpose of increasing relationship and improving team chemistry. Each captain described
several instances of one-on-one verbal or text message conversations with peers, many of
which were initiated without my prompting. Kobe mentioned that the captains would also
speak with each other about team issues, he said that I occasionally “came up with the idea” to
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converse but often it was initiated by a captain (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015). Since each
captain had been instructed on personal communication as a technique for improving
relationship and had experienced me using it with them, their subsequent implementation of
that technique was exciting for me as a mentor.
The captains’ growth as independent leaders who took initiative was so pronounced that
I suggested conversations several times during the season that they had already completed. The
captains also took initiative in communicating with me in order to improve our chances to win
a game, offer suggestions for resolving team issues, and hold me accountable for upholding my
commitments to the team. Certain captains, such as Kobe and TJ, exhibited these independent
behaviors more consistently than other captains. But, each captain experienced some growth in
their use of voice and their initiative to make decisions.
Additionally, I believed the mentoring process was influential by challenging the
captains to prioritize reflection. Frick and Riley (2010) encouraged mentors to hold leaders
accountable for their own learning by fostering opportunities for personal reflection, and Olsen
and Burk (2014) found that reflection enables more effective connections for leaders to connect
leadership concepts with application. In this study, I encouraged the captains to think about
their previous choices as leaders. They also were mentored to reflect on my choices and the
choices of other captains for the purpose of leadership improvement. While the results of the
mentoring conversations on the captains’ ability to reflect has been previously documented, this
emphasis on reflection also occurred as a result of the structure of the team’s leadership
development model—including captains’ meetings—and the research project for this
dissertation.
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Conclusion
There were three themes that emerged from the relationship of the team captains’
leadership relative to my perception of my mentoring. First, the congruence between my focus
as a mentor and each captain’s focus on improvement as a leader depended on my perception of
each captain’s effectiveness as a leader who set an example for others. Second, the relationship
between my conversations with the captains and their perceived experiences depended on each
captain’s understanding of their leadership development and our relationship. Third, I
perceived that the mentoring process influenced the captains to take greater initiative and
reflect on their leadership practice. The benefits of mentoring for leaders coincide with
previous findings that the influence of notable mentors is an antecedent to leaders viewing
themselves as leaders (Kempster, 2006).
Interpretation of Research Question #3
First, I discuss my development in providing freedom to my captains. Second, I discuss
my development at recognizing choices I made based on situational and personal antecedents
as I coached and mentored my captains. Third, I discuss my development in the private
conversations I had with my captains. Since I discussed many of these themes in the findings
section during my self-reflection, this section is less comprehensive in scope than the analysis
of the first two research questions.
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Providing Freedom for Captains
Entering the season, I wanted my captains to experience freedom to lead the team.
Enabling my captains to exercise their voice was a point of emphasis for me as I mentored the
captains throughout the season. As per the Five Practices of Kouzes and Posner (2002), I
attempted to Enable Others to Act by empowering my captains. Once trust and respect
developed between the captains and me, I was able to provide freedom to the captains to
communicate with peers and me and enable captains to make decisions regarding team issues.
This allowed me to help the captains grow as leaders and implement questioning strategies
rather than provide a feeling of constant evaluation of their performance, just like a past study
involving classroom teachers (Abell et al., 1995). It also fostered an environment where
reciprocal learning could take place; as the captains became more confident in their leadership,
we were able to learn from each other and hold each other accountable for leadership
development. This echoed a study involving expert and novice teachers, where mentors and
protégés learned from each other once an environment of trust and rapport was created (Olsher
& Kantor, 2012). This reciprocal learning was particularly true of the mentoring relationships I
developed with Kobe and TJ. In an athletic context, positive coach-athlete relationships are
related to reciprocal trust, respect, and communication (Jowett & Cockerill, 2003), which
influenced my ability to give the captains freedom and our ability to learn from each other.
Upon reflection, I believed that I trusted my captains most of the time to communicate
effectively with their peers at practice and during games. I also trusted my captains to involve
them in the decision-making process. The area that caused me the most concern was my trust
that the captains would communicate with their peers extemporaneously, when necessary for
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the benefit of our team, outside of structured basketball-related activities. As a result, I would
often try to structure conversations for my captains with teammates for outside of basketball
when I believed a player needed to hear from a peer. My struggle was allowing the captains to
initiate these conversations on their own while still ensuring that they occurred. I was informed
several times when I prompted my captains to speak or text message a peer that they had
already addressed the situation, which was greatly inspiring to me. However, that challenged
me to trust my captains to do this independently of my suggestion; I realized I needed to
balance between providing suggestions to my captains and enabling their freedom to lead and
take initiative.
Recognizing the Influence of My Choices
I was forced to think about the results of my decisions following the conversation Kobe
initiated with me in January about my intentional decision to delegate most of the responsibility
for positive energy at practices to my captains (Coach Journal, January 25, 2015). While I
would occasionally show emotion, I prioritized being selective with my emotional responses. I
knew that my choice to give the captains responsibility would provide them with some
leadership experience, and at the beginning of the season it was beneficial and enabled the
captains to experience a level of ownership in the team. I struggled, though, recognizing the
newfound influence of my preseason decision once a majority of the captains did not provide
the necessary energy for the team to have good practices. As practices got less productive and a
majority of our captains were struggling to motivate the team, my choice to provide freedom to
our captains had morphed into a modeling ineffective energy for captains who needed an
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example. I noticed the poor example I was setting only after my conversation with Kobe, and it
became imperative for me to change my behavior in order to set an example for my captains.
The influence that my decision had on the team changed as a result of the behavior of my
captains, and I had difficulty recognizing the need to change my behavior based on the change
in circumstances.
This theme of occasionally failing to recognize shifting results when circumstances
changed occurred throughout the year. While I documented several situations—such as my
willingness to alter my mentoring communication emphasis when captains failed to Model the
Way—where I was aware of the need to make a different decision, I had other situations where
I failed to alter my typical behavior in a manner that would have benefitted the team. This was
particularly true when I made a conscious decision that was beneficial for the team captains’
ability to lead at one time, but eventually changed due to different circumstances.
A related difficulty I had was adjusting to the circumstances created by my decisions.
For example, I decided to challenge TJ publicly about a conversation he was having with Kyrie
during a defensive drill that I felt made the drill more inefficient (Field Note, February 25,
2015). This likely would not have resulted in a problem earlier in TJ’s career, but TJ was
offended because I had enabled the captains to freely exercise their voice throughout the
season. I prioritized the efficiency of the drill during a stressful week more than enabling TJ to
utilize his freedom to communicate. If I had privately alerted TJ to the disturbance of his
conversational communication during a subsequent water break, it would have been a more
effective method of addressing the situation while maintaining consistency in captain freedom
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for TJ. This theme fits with Chelladurai’s (1990) MMSL, and I learned that I needed to better
balance my actual behavior to preferred behaviors after antecedents change situations.
To summarize, I often made conscious decisions as a mentor to provide situations for
the team captains to exercise leadership skills. But, as circumstances changed, I would
occasionally neglect to understand the tangential results of those decisions and the resulting
need to alter my behaviors to best mentor the captains. This was particularly important because,
as their coach, I was often looked at as “the example” by my communication and action (TJ
Interview 1, August 26, 2014). I evolved as a mentor throughout the season by becoming more
aware of the broader consequences of my decisions. This awareness brought a greater
recognition for the need to adjust my coaching and mentoring to accommodate for the changing
antecedents and desired behaviors (Chelladurai, 1990).
Private Communication
The most frequent communication I utilized with my captains concerning our basketball
team occurred off the court. I held captains’ meetings at least weekly, and I regularly sent the
captains text messages or had private face-to-face conversations about their leadership and the
direction of the team. These conversations were normally asking for feedback concerning my
coaching or inquiring about specific situations that required the captains to interact with peers.
As a mentor, I wanted to learn from my protégés by garnering opinions on the methods I used
to coach the team. In fact, during their January interviews, the captains were all able to
articulate their perceived roles in leading me as a result of the conversations we had. These
conversations asking the captains for their opinions about the team and my coaching built trust
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between the captains and me. When I provided feedback to the captains concerning their
leadership, it was often specific and situational. I also utilized questioning strategies with my
feedback much more than in the past. I evolved as a mentor by developing greater reciprocal
trust with my captains, and the resulting relationships enabled me to challenge them to think,
reflect, and answer questions about their leadership during conversations.
The other aspect of the private communication I had with my captains involved their
leadership role and personality. I would speak with each captain about the skills I believed they
needed to improve, starting work ethic or effort. The progress that each captain was making as
a leader affected the frequency of my feedback; vocal captains like Kobe or TJ received more
feedback than quieter captains because they had more situations to reflect on. I also
individualized the frequency and specificity of the private communication based on the amount
each captain felt capable of challenging their teammates inside and outside of structured
basketball situations. Kobe, as the captain who wanted to deal with situations and the captain I
trusted most to handle team issues, was most frequently communicating with me about
navigating the team through the season.
Conclusion
I discussed three themes that emerged my perception of my evolution as a mentor of
captains. First, I provided more freedom to my captains but struggled trusting them to utilize
their independence and initiative to communicate outside of practice. Second, I evolved by
recognizing that choices I made resulted in secondary consequences that affected my mentoring
as the season progressed. Third, I developed as a mentor by improving my private
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communication; I increased the amount of dialogue and questioning I used with my captains;
and I adjusted the level and specificity of my feedback based on each captain’s role and
personality.
Interpretation of Research Question #4
Two themes emerged from my interpretation of how mentoring related to the captains’
perceptions of their leadership. First, the mentoring and coaching process influenced the
concepts that the captains viewed as important for leadership. Second, the mentoring and
coaching process influenced the skills and attributes that the captains viewed as valuable in
their own leadership, which prompted the emphases of their development. Since I discussed
many of these themes in the findings section during my self-reflection, this section is less
comprehensive in scope than the analysis of the first two research questions.
Mentoring Influence on Understanding of Leadership
The mentoring relationships and common experiences between the captains and me
influenced several aspects of the captain’s conceptual perceptions of leadership. This seems to
indicate that leadership is necessarily a group process and that shared membership in a group is
essential to understanding what it takes to lead within that group (Platow, Haslam, Reicher, &
Steffens, 2015). First, there was a common conception of what comprises leadership among the
captains and me. All four of the team captains determined that setting an example and using
voice were essential components of athletic leadership, which coincides with the conclusions of
several studies (Dupuis et al., 2006; Holmes et al., 2010; Wright & Côté, 2003). Additionally,
three of the four captains also included building relationships and providing energy to
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basketball-related activities as important for leaders. While these four concepts all tend to
overlap with Kouzes and Posner’s (2002) Five Practices, the framework for understanding the
value of those components was relatively unified for all four captains in terms of terminology
and perceived value. For example, the captains often would refer to their use of voice with
common vocabulary. They would refer to in-practice coaching as providing “reminders” to
their teammates and often spoke of positive comments to teammates or a coach as
“encouragement.”
The captains, with the exception of Damian, also placed high value on the association
between leadership and developing positive relationships with their teammates. I placed a great
emphasis on the importance of relationship as a leader, because I believed that peers are more
willing to follow someone they have friendship with and trust. Price and Weiss (2013) found
that social cohesion is more significantly associated with peer leadership than coach leadership,
so it was important that my captains viewed positive relationships with teammates as essential
for leading effectively. Despite Damian only mentioning relationship once in any interview or
journal entry, it was his friendship with Kyrie that initiated forgiveness during the lying
incident and restore social cohesion on the team (Kyrie Interview 3, January 4, 2015). Beyond
social cohesion, each of the three captains that viewed building relationships as important for
leaders also noted that their ability to successfully provide task-specific feedback to teammates
improved since the relationships helped to foster trust. I also spent considerable effort teaching
skills for building relationships within a sport context, with a focus on encouragement and
reminders, in order to build trust. The emphasis worked, and Kobe mentioned the effectiveness
of the methods (Kobe Interview 1, August 24, 2014). According to Kobe, this led to increased
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trust. Kobe said, “The team was made up of a bunch of guys that, like, I feel like trust me for
the most part and we all pretty much bought into the program” (Kobe Interview 4, March 13,
2015). This enabled him to “motivate everybody most of the time.” TJ and Kyrie mentioned
similar benefits of building relationship as leaders, as well. The emphasis of my mentoring to
build and maintain relationships was likely an influence in the captains’ perception of
relationships as valuable to their leadership ability.
The mentoring influence was not the only reason that the captains had similar
conceptualizations of athletic leadership. The experiences each captain had on other athletic
teams and the common experiences that the captains had as members of the Riverfront
basketball team likely influenced their perceptions of leadership. However, the common
terminology and shared understanding of leadership and the mutual emphasis on relationship
building that coincided with my mentoring focus made it likely that the mentoring relationships
between the captains and me influenced their conception of athletic leadership.
Mentoring Influence on Captains’ Leadership Development Emphasis
Mentoring also related to how the captains perceived their leadership development by
influencing which leadership skills or attributes they emphasized. Again, while mentoring was
not the only influence in the captains’ decisions on their leadership development focus, it did
provide a framework for the skills and attributes that they desired to improve. This was true
regardless of the primary perception of the captains’ mentoring relationship. In fact, the
mentoring relationship did not necessarily have to be with me; as noted earlier Damian believed
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that he needed to emphasize his use of voice as a leader during the season, and attributed that to
other coaches telling him of its importance.
The other captains had similar descriptions concerning the focus of their leadership
development. Kyrie viewed the use of voice and his example as his primary focus in leadership
development (Kyrie Interview 2, November 5, 2014). The aspects of leadership he desired to
improve upon were directly related to the areas he felt were outside his comfort zone. He cited
these as the skills he would emphasize because he wanted to improve as a leader and help our
team; the skills were identical to the skills that were mentioned as important for his
development by me and the basketball leadership camp he went to. When TJ was asked what
motivates him to lead, he responded, “You. I’m just being honest” (TJ Interview 3, January 3,
2015). He also indicated that I help him grow as a leader by setting an example, pushing him to
be his best, and encouraging him to motivate others (TJ Interview 1, August 26, 2014). Kobe
wanted to improve at attaining balance in his use of voice and keeping the team on task to
achieve its goals (Kobe Interview 2, November 5, 2014) as a result of his prior experiences and
his observation of my communication techniques (Kobe Interview 1, August 24, 2014). Also,
before the season began, we had several conversations concerning his role as a leader and
changes that might be required to continue to lead players for over multiple seasons. As the
season progressed, we regularly talked about his use of voice and the ways to communicate
with his teammates to keep them on task. Kobe referenced the positives of those conversations
in his journals on numerous occasions, indicating the role that mentoring had in his leadership
development focus continued throughout the season.
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Conclusion

There were two themes that emerged from the analysis of the relationship of mentoring
to the captains’ perceptions of their leadership. First, the mentoring and coaching process was
one of several causes of common conceptualizations of leadership among the captains. Second,
the mentoring and coaching process was one of several reasons that each captain had specific
emphases for their leadership development throughout the season.

CHAPTER 11
INTERPRETATION OF OTHER FINDINGS

In this chapter, I discuss several additional themes that developed over the course of the
season that were outside the purview of the research questions. To conclude the chapter, I
present another look at my personal perceptions on leadership development and mentoring, as
well as potential future research that could be conducted to enhance the field of athletic
leadership development based on the findings of this study.
Additional Themes
Three additional themes emerged from the data that did not necessarily align with a
particular research question. First, the captains’ leadership abilities were influenced by the
interaction of the captains with each other. Second, the captains discussed unity and the
importance of leading as a group. Third, the implementation of leadership skills appeared to be
a function of role and personality. Fourth, there appeared to be a significant relationship
between leadership and motivation.
Captain Interaction
The day-to-day interactions between captains at practice affected each captain’s ability
to display leadership to their peers. As mentioned earlier, TJ believed that Kobe greatly
influenced his ability to lead because he “learn[ed] from Kobe a lot” (TJ Interview 2,
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November 4, 2014), including work ethic, attitude, and methods of addressing issues (TJ
Interview 4, March 12, 2015). He also stated that there would be specific traits he would
implement as a leader, but he does not attempt them because other captains already implement
those traits. TJ could not state what those traits were, except that he “knew” that he would be
different (TJ Interview 2, November 4, 2014). Kyrie said that he is positively swayed by the
other captains’ methods, specifically referring to TJ’s energy causing him to be more excited
and Kobe’s ability to change the mood as influential in his mindset (Kyrie Interview 2,
November 5, 2014). When Kobe reflected on the ways that the other captains positively
influenced his leadership, he thought of times that he was struggling and needed an example
from his peers:
There’s certain [captains] that most days they just go about their business and they try
not to let their emotions affect them most of the time and when I see that it kinda
reminds me that no matter what I’ve gotta do, I gotta keep going. I gotta stay focused, I
gotta put that aside for now and just go out and what I’m supposed to be doing. (Kobe
Interview 2, November 5, 2014)
Kobe believed that his fellow captains aided his focus, in general, since “three-fourths of us
were pretty consistent with our effort that we brought at practice and it kinda set the tone for
everyone else to follow” (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
A significant influence over how captains chose to exert their skills was their perception
of how the other captains were acting or feeling during a particular practice. As he reflected at
the end of the season, Kyrie mentioned that daily circumstances related to the attitudes and
mindsets of the other captains continued to alter his leadership approach. For example, he said,
Some days TJ’s got a lot of energy and being a big leader and … the days we’re not,
then he is. It’s like the same thing with Damian, too. Damian’s on and off, too. It’s like
a [sic] every other day thing. (Kyrie Interview 4, March 13, 2015).
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Damian focused more on specific situational leadership, stating that if another captain
got “super hard on somebody and, like, chew[ed] them out,” he would attempt to encourage
that teammate and lead them in a positive way (Damian Interview 2, November 6, 2014). TJ
gave an example about leading Kobe when Kobe started having negative feelings toward his
playing ability; he stated, “When he’s brick, you have to tell him, to remind him how much he
works on it and how much he’s cash… I just cheer him on, I’ll be Kobe’s biggest fan ‘cause
he’s not his biggest fan” (TJ Interview 3, January 3, 2015). TJ said that Kobe would do the
same for him.
Captain Unity
TJ said, “Decent teams have one good leader. Great teams have a lot of good leaders.
So leaders play off each other” (TJ Interview 2, November 4, 2014). The captains believed that
having several good leaders united toward a common goal was important to effectively lead the
team. One way that this unity occurred was through conversation. TJ mentioned that text
conversations enabled the captains to have “two minds coming up with the best way in their
opinions to handle the situation” instead of just one (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015). Kobe
indicated that the conversations were often to address issues, such as particular players not
working hard, and they would “talk about if we should do something different or how to handle
it” (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015). Damian described conversations between the captains,
either by text message or in-person communication:
We kinda … talked just us four sometimes about the rest of the team. And sometimes
we would maybe even have two or three guys talk about another two, or one other
captain about stuff. Sometimes it was positive, sometimes it was negative. … If one
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guy was doing something that … we didn’t like then we’d talk about it and tell him or
something like that. It kinda like worked out. (Damian Interview 4, March 11, 2015)
The nature of these interactions was “mostly positive” according to Damian because “it worked
out better” for the team as a result of the communication. The captains also found benefit in
formal captains’ meetings, which increased unity because they would “remind us [of] what’s
going on” when it was “not, like, the first thing on our mind” (TJ Interview 4).
When the captains were united and leading together, the attitude of the team and the
quality of practices seemed to be better. Throughout the course of the season, my field notes
were consistently referring to the quality of practices suffering when, for example, “Kobe [was]
practically trying to carry the leadership load” and others had “not brought much energy lately”
(Field Note, January 22, 2015). But, when multiple captains were providing effort and energy,
the team responded with good practices. Kobe believed this was the normal behavior at practice
for three of the four captains (Kobe Interview 4, March 13, 2015). For instance, one day in the
middle of the season I made note of the “outstanding practice” with “lots of energy in
everything” (Field Note, January 4, 2015). Specifically, Kobe was typically consistent, TJ was
“loud and energetic” the entire practice, and Damian “practiced hard” and had a “good talk
with Rayjon about effort.” Kobe referenced a similar belief to the importance of multiple
captains on the quality of practice near the end of the season when he wrote, “Ever since we
won the conference our focus has been much better. However, this has been due to all of the
leaders bringing energy and focus to practices” (Kobe Participant Journal, March 4, 2015).
The captains also believed that working together to address issues was more effective
than working independently. Kyrie said that this unity occurred “on certain days” and for
“certain things” (Kyrie Interview 4, March 13, 2015), and Kobe noted that it would be better if
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it happened more frequently. Kobe said that captains often did not communicate at practice in
this manner, but said that it would have been better if they learned how to do that. He said, “If
it’s just one guy … [the underclassmen] see that as not everybody thinks I’m doing something
wrong. … so that way I think if more people get on them they take it more seriously” (Kobe
Interview 3, January 2, 2015).
It was often difficult for the captains to recognize the importance of presenting a unified
message until an event concluded. For instance, TJ described supporting Kobe when he yelled
at the team for work ethic during a shooting drill but believed it would have been more
effective if Kobe approached the team after talking to TJ. TJ said,
I remember going up to him afterwards and saying that next time you notice it just come
to me so that you don’t look like a d-bag being all in their ear so that I’ll actually say it
so it’s like two people saying it. (TJ Interview 4, March 12, 2015)
It was also common for Kobe to address the team in post-practice speeches about work ethic or
energy without other captains reinforcing his message. So, while the captains believed that
addressing issues together was beneficial, they typically would only do so after having time to
communicate after a practice to devise a plan. They often did not present a unified message if
an issue occurred during a practice; this may have been related to how each captain viewed
their role.
Leadership Related to Role and Personality
The captains all viewed their leadership as an extension of their personality. For
example, TJ often described his leadership concerning practical situations from the viewpoint
of his energy level, which was his view on his personality. Similarly, other captains viewed

232
their leadership as a function of their personality. Damian viewed himself as an encourager,
someone who doesn’t hate people but doesn’t “have people that hate” him either, and “not
really quiet but not outgoing really” (Damian Interview 1, August 24, 2014). He believed that
he was successful as a captain during the season because nobody tried to “shoot [him] down for
trying to, like, lead them” and he became “more vocal” than in years past (Damian Interview 4,
March 11, 2015). Kobe, though he originally started playing sports to meet people, had a highly
focused personality and did not “care as much if you don’t like him” (TJ Interview 2,
November 4, 2014) because he wanted to lead the team to success. So, while this included
developing “personal relationships with the players” (Kobe Interview 1, August 24, 2014), he
led in such a way to motivate the team even if it meant temporary relationship difficulties. He
said, “I just have to go out… do what we’re supposed to do and I’ve gotta find ways to get
everyone else to do it” (Kobe Interview 2, November 5, 2014).
The captains also described leadership relative to their perceived role. This aligns with
previous research (Fransen et al., 2014) and a proposition from group dynamics experts, where
leadership role acceptance was postulated to be related to an individual’s status,
responsibilities, and position within the group (Carron & Hausenblas, 1998). Kyrie viewed his
role as nebulous and would change his style based on how the other captains behaved. For
example, Kyrie would attempt to ascertain TJ’s energy level, and make up for a lack of energy
when he was not at optimal levels (Kyrie Interview 4, March 13, 2015). Kyrie also indicated
that Damian was highly inconsistent with his work ethic and described him as “on and off”
(Kyrie Interview 4, March 13, 2015), which made the naturally passive Kyrie attempt to
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increase his energy. Kyrie was viewed by most other captains as a reliable worker at practice
who gave consistent effort but would not speak up much.
TJ was viewed as an energetic leader by all the captains. I noted that practices would
noticeably suffer when TJ was struggling; I wrote that “when TJ does/does not bring energy it
makes a world of difference” (Field Note, January 29, 2015). The other captains appeared to
make similar judgments. Kobe indicated that TJ’s energy was very good “most of the time”
unless “he’s in a pissy mood” (Kobe Interview 3, January 2, 2015), at which point it was more
important to bring energy so that others would follow his lead. He specified that TJ’s energy
level did not significantly influence his own, only that it was more important. Another aspect of
TJ’s role was navigating the amount he should challenge his teammates. TJ mentioned
deferring to Kobe as a junior and the need for him to challenge teammates more as a senior. For
instance, he indicated he was hesitant to challenge the team for making excuses because he was
“expecting Kobe to do it” and did not “really want to call us out every day and be that guy” (TJ
Interview 4, March 12, 2015). Essentially, TJ had a conflict between his perceived role to hold
his teammates accountable and his desire to demonstrate unity in declaring a message.
Damian viewed his role as an encourager, which was an extension of his perceived
personality. TJ stated that Damian was quiet and also viewed Damian as an encourager; he did
not believe that “Damian is gonna be the guy to call people out” after Kobe leaves (TJ
Interview 4, March 12, 2015). This forced TJ to frame his role as the one who would have to
fill that role in the future. In addition to his encouragement, Damian was described by his peers
as inconsistent and quiet.
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Kobe, describing himself as the “lead captain,” viewed leadership as a personal
challenge to take “initiative for everything and take matters into my own hands for what our
team does” (Kobe Interview 2, November 5, 2014). Other captains made comments that
indicated agreement with that statement. TJ called Kobe “the leader of the team” (TJ Interview
3, January 3, 2015) and Kyrie said that Kobe is the captain who feels comfortable “getting on
people” and that people “actually listen to him” because “he’s older now” and his teammates
“like him more” (Kyrie Interview 2, November 5, 2014). As a result, Kobe viewed his
leadership from the lens of how successful the team was at practicing hard. He wanted to be
“the spark plug to get everyone going at practices” (Kobe Interview 2), so he viewed his
leadership as a failure if people did not stay on task and committed to change his methodology
if it was unsuccessful. When he reflected on leading the underclassmen, he noted that they were
not communicating well and said he failed to lead them well (Kobe Interview 3, January 2,
2015). Likewise, he also mentioned that he struggled to lead Damian and, because Damian did
not “really change his actions very much,” Kobe decided he had not “been doing a very good
job” of leading Damian.
Based on previous research, it is logical that a captain who took on a majority of the
leadership responsibility would become more apt at leading the team in a variety of facets. The
most important leaders on a team tend to integrate all aspects of leadership, including social
and task leadership behaviors, presumably as a result of the need to integrate individual playing
ability and sport knowledge with other members of the team (Reese, 1982).
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Leadership and Motivation

The captains, particularly TJ and Kobe, and I believed that our abilities to motivate
players on the team were highly reflective of our abilities to lead the team effectively. While
the references to motivation were previously discussed as they related to their ability to
communicate or build relationships—which were categories that were coded as important in
leadership according to most of the captains—there was enough mention of motivation to
warrant a more significant analysis.
All four captains and I referenced several successes and failures in motivating players
on the team. This was particularly true for Kobe, TJ, and me; Kobe and I extensively discussed
the struggles we had motivating the other captains to lead through their actions, and TJ
reflected on his success and the challenge in motivating Rayjon and the scout team to work
hard at practice. So, it was seemingly true that the participants in the study found motivation to
be an important aspect of leadership. In fact, Kobe and I both made comments that connected
our ability to motivate with our ability to lead.
I believe that the motivational climate of my team was task-involving, which means that
we focused our motivational climate on mastering skills and getting better through effort, as
opposed to an ego-involving climate focused on outperforming others (Ames, 1992; Duda &
Balaguer, 2007). However, though research indicates that task-involving climates are more
conducive to optimal performance than ego-involving climates (Harwood, Keegan, Smith, &
Raine, 2015), it is important to note that my perceptions of the motivational climate do not
necessarily correlate with athletes’ perceptions of the motivational climate (Duda & Balaguer,
2007). While my captains made comments indicating that our motivational climate was
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positive and should be conducive to high levels of player motivation and effort, it may not have
been perceived that way with all athletes on the team. Additionally, based on the data analysis,
the captains and I appeared to progress as transformational leaders throughout the season; this
should align with higher levels of motivation (Price & Weiss, 2013).
Even an exceptional motivational climate and great transformational leadership does not
necessitate that each athlete will be consistently motivated, however. Though there is minimal
research relating follower characteristics to leadership effectiveness, it is possible that follower
characteristics influence the ability of leaders to lead. One study did analyze the relationship
between transformational leadership behaviors and follower narcissism. Interestingly, the
research indicated that inspirational motivation from the coaches did not influence follower
effort regardless of the narcissism score of the follower, but narcissism did moderate the
athletes’ willingness to give effort in relationship to how coaches fostered acceptance of group
goals and how coaches expected high performance (Arthur, Woodman, Ong, Hardy, &
Mtoumanis, 2011). Therefore, it is possible that certain characteristics of followers could
influence leadership effectiveness—in the context of this analysis, the ability of leaders to
motivate players. Moreover, based specifically on the outcome of the narcissism study, it is
also possible that our team’s leadership group overrated the importance of inspirational
motivation on members of the team.
Research concerning motivation and leadership is relevant, particularly concerning
follower characteristics. This is true primarily because the relationship between motivation and
leadership was perceived by the participants in the study most often when discussing specific
players or subgroups of the team that were not consistently offering maximum effort. As a
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result, the captains (particularly TJ and Kobe) and I focused our leadership on how to motivate
those players. It is logical that motivation would be a theme when discussing leadership and
underachieving players, but more research is needed to analyze how effective leadership can be
at motivating those players to perform at a more optimal level.
Conclusion
After data analysis, four additional themes emerged that did not particularly align with a
research question. First, the captains’ leadership development was influenced by their
interaction with each other. Second, the captains viewed unity as valuable but occasionally
struggled implementing unity at practice without previously discussing it. Third, leadership
appeared to be a function of each captain’s self-perceived role and personality. Fourth, the
captains and I appeared to view leadership and motivation as related concepts.
Critical Subjectivity Revisited
Before embarking on the study involving the leadership development of my four
captains, I changed my philosophy concerning the most effective methodology concerning the
teaching of leadership development to high school athletes. During my first year at Riverfront
High School, I taught a specific leadership curriculum based on servant leadership concepts
found in a popular book (Neuschel, 2005). Since these leadership skills and concepts were well
researched, I wanted to teach them in order to allow athletes opportunities to be exposed to
important servant leadership ideas. After teaching several leaders and captains at Riverfront, I
decided to shift my focus toward mentoring and apprenticeship, which was more commonly
accepted by academia as effective in leadership development (Bergsma, 2011; Kempster,
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2006). I made this philosophical change because I did not believe the leadership class was
effective in developing leaders without the benefit of context, and because several of the people
who committed to taking the class had poor attendance. I also believed that I could more
effectively use my time as an educator invested in developing leaders by having meetings to
discuss current issues and through mentoring rather than discussing concepts without context.
Applying Kneller’s (1971) heuristic, the change in my practice related to leadership
development represented a shift in my educational philosophy from perennialism, where I
would teach the eternal truths about leadership development, to a mixture of progressivism and
essentialism by focusing on the interests of my students in a democratic environment while also
focusing on variable skills concerning the particular subject matter of leadership. Similarly, it
would appear that I shifted from an educational culture of “connecting to the canon” by
teaching core cultural beliefs toward a culture of “constructing understanding” to develop
thinkers who can construct knowledge, collaborate as they learn, and study their environment
(Joseph, 2011, p. 19). I found my educational philosophy and cultural environment regarding
leadership development to have reoriented toward constructivist practices.
As I reflected on the philosophical shift in my practice, I was incredibly pleased with
the results of my new mentoring-based leadership development curriculum. It was refreshing to
see the value in an intentional curriculum that was based on practical principles while having
no set timetable for particular objectives. It was completely fluid and based on situations,
common understandings, experience, and the depth of relationship between the captains and
me. The new methodology was entirely unique in my life, as I had never been part of
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something so unstructured as either a student or educator. Yet, I always felt we were making
progress and my captains were learning to lead.
In retrospect, though, my philosophical shift was marked by two beneficial
circumstances that I must account for as I coach basketball and teach leadership in the future.
First, I was able to work with the same group of players for a much longer period of time than
is ordinary for basketball at a school the size of Riverfront. Because I inherited a program that
had extremely low participation, I got to coach each of my captains beginning as a freshman in
high school at varsity practices. I developed unique coach-player relationships with each
captain in this study that will be hard to replicate with players who join the varsity team as a
junior.
Second, I benefitted from each of my captains’ willingness to learn leadership concepts
and skills in a classroom setting. While Kobe was the only captain in the study who
participated in my leadership class—which, he noted, was highly beneficial toward his initial
development (Kobe Interview 1, August 24, 2014)—all of the captains in the study participated
in two leadership-focused basketball camps where leadership skills were explicitly taught in a
classroom setting. While I believe the experiential learning and mentoring was much more
beneficial for the captains than the explicitly taught skills—as evidenced by the relative amount
of communication in interviews and journal entries that the captains provided concerning each
of those educational opportunities—I also believe the skills and concepts that were taught
enabled me to provide a frame of reference for the captains when a situation would arise.
Therefore, the approach I took with this group of captains was effective, but I believe I
will have to adjust my educational philosophy as I continue to coach basketball and mentor
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leaders. Since it is not feasible to assume that all of my potential leaders will want to go to
leadership-focused basketball camps over the summer, I will likely reinstate the leadership
class for incoming freshmen in order to ensure that there are common understandings and a
common vocabulary for the mentoring relationships that develop by the time my players
become juniors and seniors. I believe this will be an important step toward continuing to
develop leaders because Kobe viewed the class as a beneficial initial step toward his leadership
development, and it will also give me a chance to start developing a relationship with several of
my freshmen basketball players in a classroom setting. I still believe that mentoring is a very
powerful tool in leadership development and it will remain my focus, but I will have to become
increasingly dedicated to developing mentoring relationships over a shorter period of time.
I am grateful for the lessons I learned as a leader and mentor throughout the course of
the study, and I have become more confident in my ability to work with athletes to enhance
their confidence as leaders. I would be remiss if I did not thank Kyrie, Damian, TJ, and Kobe
for their willingness to be part of the journey as we learned how to lead together.
Implications for Future Research
Several of the findings in this study of four rural high school boys’ basketball team
captains might be the basis for new research into the field of athletic leadership development.
Because this study was a qualitative person-centered ethnography and self-study, the findings
of this study are not generalizable to all high school athletes and coaches. But, the findings of
this study represent the lived experiences of one group of team captains and their coach with
one high school varsity boys’ basketball team, and they may be worthy of future research in
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additional qualitative studies or in quantitative studies with a larger sample. I discuss the
implications for future research based on contributions that the study has made to athletic
leadership development research, as well as implications for future research based on the
limitations of the study.
Implications for Research Based on Contributions
First, this study found that the use of voice as a leader was a common focus for the team
captains. Less experienced leaders focused on increasing their use of voice, and more
experienced leaders like Kobe and myself emphasized balancing their use of voice—
particularly their use of criticism—to maximize effectiveness. A possible direction for future
research would be studying if this pattern of increasing and finding voice followed by an
intentional reduction in the frequency of that voice is a larger trend among high school or
collegiate athletic leaders, including team captains and coaches.
Second, there are several findings that can be further explored with coaches willing to
mentor captains or teach leadership skills to team members. Past studies have indicated that
captains felt their coaches did not prepare them to lead (Voelker et al., 2011), and other studies
called for coaches to better prepare their leaders (Gould et al., 2013; Vincer & Loughead,
2010). Previous studies that involved intentional leadership development—either instruction
from personnel unrelated to the team or training at an intensive leadership camp—found that
the athletes benefitted from the experience (Bergsma, 2011; Voight, 2012). This study seemed
to confirm that intentional leadership development was beneficial to the athletes. This study
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also affirmed findings by Grandzol (2011) that leaders benefit and learn from placement in
positions of responsibility. Further qualitative research could continue to affirm these findings.
Additionally, I found a variety of circumstances that occurred during the mentoring
process with my captains that could be examined in quantitative or qualitative formats by
coaches who committed to developing team leaders as Gould et al. (2013) outlined in their
paper. For example, in this study I found that I tended to focus on mentoring my captains as
vocal or social leaders—depending on the desired emphasis of the captain. This changed,
however, if I determined that a captain was not modeling effective work ethic or behavior; in
that case, I focused my mentoring on restoring the captain’s work ethic or behavior. My
conscious choices seemed to align with findings from Vincer and Loughead (2010) that athletes
were effective at influencing task and social cohesion obviously demonstrated characteristics
such as work ethic and caring about teammates, but further quantitative and qualitative research
should be conducted to determine if other coaches committed to leadership development would
make similar choices. Other aspects of this study could be further studied, as well, such as the
further examining how other coaches provide freedom to their captains and conduct private
leadership-related conversations.
Third, this study found that the captains and I had very similar conceptions of
leadership, including common vocabulary. While this is logical considering leadership always
exists in a context and requires understanding the dynamics of a group (Platow et al., 2015),
previous studies have found that coach and captain leadership behaviors and influences on team
dynamics are often different (Loughead & Hardy, 2005; Price & Weiss, 2013). In this
particular setting, the captains on the Riverfront team and I often had differing behaviors, but
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our behaviors appeared more aligned than in quantitative studies. It would be beneficial to
examine the relationship between coach-captain relationships and leadership behaviors. Since it
is often the case that formal athletic leaders receive little training or instruction for their roles, it
is worth studying the relationships of leadership beliefs and behaviors of coaches and captains
who are in leadership development relationships compared with those who are not.
Fourth, this qualitative study affirmed previous findings that captains can positively
influence aspects such as task cohesion, social cohesion, and communication (Filho et al.,
2014; Price & Weiss, 2013; Vincer & Loughead, 2010). One of the strengths of this study was
the depth of information and analysis into how captains struggled to attempt to positively
influence those areas and believed they improved at influencing team culture. Further
qualitative research can be conducted to gain more depth into that influence among other
players and captains in other contexts.
Fifth, this study found interesting results related to how team captains interacted with
each other, particularly related to their willingness to work together and their acceptance of
specific leadership roles. Numerous studies have indicated the types of leadership behaviors
that athletes exhibit and the relationship of those behaviors to other aspects of team success and
cohesion (Holmes et al., 2010; Vincer & Loughead, 2010), but this study expanded on those
findings by illustrating that captains can work together and work within their particular
leadership strengths to accomplish those goals. There has also been another qualitative study
analyzing the experience of high school team captains, including their perceptions of behavior,
but these captains were not from the same team (Voelker et al., 2011). More qualitative
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research is needed, however, to explore the reasons and ways that athletes distribute these
leadership roles.
Sixth, this study provided rich detail into the coach-captain and mentor-protégé
relationships on one particular boys’ basketball team in a rural high school, and it was provided
from data collected from the captains and the coach. Since I was a participant in the study as
well as the researcher of the study, it would be beneficial if other qualitative studies could be
conducted to provide more exploration into these relationships from the perspective of an
outside researcher. It would also be beneficial for other self-studies to provide similar detail
into these relationships for a variety of sports within both genders.
Implications for Research Based on Limitations
First, as with all case studies and self-studies, the study was based on a very small
population and the findings are not generalizable to other populations (Mertens, 2010). As a
result, all findings should be understood within a particular context at a particular place and
time. Any findings that researchers desire to attempt to replicate in alternate contexts should be
researched again.
Second, there were several limitations that may influence potential future research
based on the particular aspects of the study inherent in self-studies. Since I was the coach
involved in the study, my players may have exhibited some level of response bias during
interviews and journal writings. Also, my background influenced all of the data collection and
analysis, and a different researcher might produce different findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).
Outside researchers can conduct similar studies of captains and coaches to attempt to replicate

245
findings without the inherent bias of a self-study. However, the benefits of a coach doubling as
a researcher—including the high level of access and depth of relationship with the
participants—will be difficult to replicate in another format.
Third, this study was limited to the team captains of the Riverfront boys’ basketball
team. It did not include other informal leaders on the team. Since there is research indicating
that different leadership functions are often spread throughout a team and that the influence of
the team captain is overrated (Fransen et al., 2014), it might be beneficial to conduct similar
qualitative case studies that analyzed the influence of informal leaders.
Fourth, this study was unable to explore the transfer of athletic leadership skills to
alternate situations due to its length. The captains perceived they will be able to use their
leadership skills in future athletic situations, but the scope of this study did not expand on
White’s (1998) research concerning the transfer of leadership skills outside of athletics. Future
research can attempt to present the athletes’ perceptions of their leadership development
relative to leadership situations outside of athletics.
Conclusion
This qualitative study analyzed the leadership development of four high school boys’
basketball team captains and their coach over the course of one season. In general, the team
captains perceived improvement as leaders and found the opportunities for reflection to be
beneficial for their development. Additionally, as I mentored the team captains, I discovered
several benefits in providing freedom to the captains as leaders while offering feedback and
suggestions throughout the season.
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I believe that coaches and athletes in interscholastic athletics, particularly
interdependent team sports, can benefit from intentional leadership development of athletes.
This leadership development requires a reduced level of control by coaches and an increased
level of trust in the captains or other athletes on the team. Though it is impossible to generalize
the situation in this particular case, I believe in the benefits of intentional leadership
development because the improved peer leadership seemed to improve our cohesiveness and
competitiveness. Every team captain in the study was more confident communicating with their
teammates in private, and some improved their public communication. As a result, team
members tended to trust the common message. Also, many potential divisive situations that
threatened team cohesiveness were diffused by the captains as they exercised their improved
leadership abilities.
I also believe the team captains’ improved athletic leadership abilities increased their
confidence in leading people generally. As a competitive person, I am predisposed to valuing
winning games and prepare my team to win. I also believe, after experimenting with leadership
development of my team captains, that their leadership development is positively related to our
probability of winning. But, since I accept the premise that coaches in interscholastic athletics
are educators, any competitive success or failure is less valuable and more temporal than the
lessons they learn about life, dedication, and commitment. I saw my team captains experience
significant increases in their confidence, particularly through their willingness to initiate
difficult conversations with peers and me. Though that confidence did not manifest itself in
every situation for each captain, the improvement was drastic and I believe it will enhance the
captains in their future endeavors as leaders.
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Finally, I believe this study provided an effective framework for developing leaders in
team sports. Most high school coaches do not have the time, energy, or knowledge to
adequately teach leadership techniques in an isolated situation. Additionally, I found that
athletes have a difficult time learning leadership in a classroom environment when I tried at the
beginning of my head coaching career. By intentionally mentoring a group of athletes and
forming a leadership team of captains that communicate freely with the coach, athletes are
empowered to lead and learn through practice and correction. Coaches, while relinquishing
some control, are likewise empowered by building trust with a group of captains to present a
cohesive message to the team.
This study showed that an intentional mentoring relationship between captains and
coaches for the purpose of leadership development is feasible in high school athletics. In this
particular case, the combination of intentional leadership development and freedom for the
captains to lead resulted in perceived leadership improvement for all participants in the study.
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APPENDIX A
MINOR ASSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
I agree to participate in the research project titled “Leadership Development of High School Varsity Basketball
Captains with Mentoring by Their Coach,” being conducted by Jason Mead, a graduate student at Northern Illinois
University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to examine leadership development in high
school team captains who are involved in leadership mentoring relationships with their coach.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to participate in at least four 30-minute
audiotaped interviews over the course of six months and keep a leadership journal. Time to write in the leadership
journal will be provided during weekly captain meetings.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice, and
that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may contact Jason Mead at (847) 650-4027 or Dr.
Mary Beth Henning at (815) 753-8591. I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a
research subject, I may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 7538588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include growing as a leader, reflecting on the process of
development, and helping others who read the results to improve as leaders.
I understand that potential risks include feeling pressured to participate in the research and that responses to
questions in interviews could potentially have a negative impact on your relationship with the coach (both shortterm and long-term) and your role on the team. The researcher is minimizing these risks by limiting questions
relating to the relationship between himself and the participants to journals which will not be viewed until the end
of the season.
If I feel any discomfort or distress as a result of this research, I understand I can contact school counselors at the
Dixon High School Guidance Office.
I understand that all information gathered during this study will be kept confidential by keeping any identifying
information in a separate location from the data at all times. Your name will not be used in any published work
concerning this study.
I understand that my assent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress I
might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this assent form.
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date

I am aware that I am going to be audio recorded during interviews for the purposes of this study. I understand that
all audio recordings of interviews will be stored in a secure location. I acknowledge, by signing below, that the
researcher has permission to audio record interviews for this study.
_________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date
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APPENDIX B
PERMISSION FORM FOR PARENTS/GUARDIANS OF MINORS
Your child/ward is invited to participate in a research study titled “Leadership Development of High School
Varsity Basketball Captains with Mentoring by Their Coach” being conducted by Jason Mead, a graduate student
at Northern Illinois University.
The purpose of the study is to examine leadership development in high school team captains who are involved in
leadership mentoring relationships with their coach.
Your child’s/ward’s participation in this study will last ten months. He or she will be asked to participate in four
30-minute interviews over the course of six months and keep a leadership journal.
The benefit your child/ward may personally receive from participating in this study is that he will have the
opportunity to develop as a leader in athletics, reflect on the process of development, and help others who read the
results to improve as leaders.
I understand that potential risks include my child/ward feeling pressured to participate in the research and that
responses to questions in interviews could potentially have a negative impact on your relationship with the coach
(both short-term and long-term) and his role on the team. The researcher is minimizing these risks by limiting
questions relating to the relationship between himself and the participants to journals which will not be viewed
until the end of the season.
If my child/ward feels any discomfort or distress as a result of this research, I understand my child/ward can
contact school counselors at the Dixon High School Guidance Office.
Information obtained during this study may be published in educational journals or presented at educational
meetings, but that any information which could identify your child/ward will be kept strictly confidential.
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to allow your child/ward, as well as his/her
assent to participate will not negatively affect you or your child/ward. Your child/ward will be asked to indicate
individual assent to be involved immediately prior to participation, and will be free to withdraw from participation
at any time without penalty or prejudice.
Any questions about the study should be directed to Jason Mead at (847) 650-4027 or Dr. Mary Beth Henning at
(815) 753-8591. If you wish further information regarding your rights or your child’s/ward’s rights as a research
subject, you may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I agree to allow my child/ward to participate in this research study and acknowledge that I have received a copy of
this consent form.
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Parent/Guardian
Date
I am aware that my child/ward is going to be audio recorded during interviews for the purposes of this study. I
understand that all audio recordings of interviews will be stored in a secure location. I acknowledge, by signing
below, that the researcher has permission to audio record interviews including my child/ward for this study.
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Parent/Guardian
Date
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APPENDIX C
INFORMED CONSENT FOR 18 YEAR OLDS TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
I agree to participate in the research project titled “Leadership Development of High School Varsity Basketball
Captains with Mentoring by Their Coach,” being conducted by Jason Mead, a graduate student at Northern Illinois
University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to examine leadership development in high
school team captains who are involved in leadership mentoring relationships with their coach.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to participate in at least four 30-minute
audiotaped interviews over the course of six months and keep a leadership journal. Time to write in the leadership
journal will be provided during weekly captain meetings.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice, and
that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may contact Jason Mead at (847) 650-4027 or Dr.
Mary Beth Henning at (815) 753-8591. I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a
research subject, I may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 7538588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include growing as a leader, reflecting on the process of
development, and helping others who read the results to improve as leaders.
I understand that potential risks include feeling pressured to participate in the research and that responses to
questions in interviews could potentially have a negative impact on your relationship with the coach (both shortterm and long-term) and your role on the team. The researcher is minimizing these risks by limiting questions
relating to the relationship between himself and the participants to journals which will not be viewed until the end
of the season.
If I feel any discomfort or distress as a result of this research, I understand I can contact school counselors at the
Dixon High School Guidance Office.
I understand that all information gathered during this study will be kept confidential by keeping any identifying
information in a separate location from the data at all times. Your name will not be used in any published work
concerning this study.
I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress
I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this consent form.

__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date

I am aware that I am going to be audio recorded during interviews for the purposes of this study. I understand that
all audio recordings of interviews will be stored in a secure location. I acknowledge, by signing below, that the
researcher has permission to audio record interviews for this study.
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date
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APPENDIX D
MINOR ASSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN AN INTERVIEW FOR A PILOT STUDY
I agree to participate in the research project titled “Leadership Development of High School
Varsity Basketball Captains with Mentoring by Their Coach,” being conducted by Jason Mead,
a graduate student at Northern Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the
study is to examine leadership development in high school team captains who are involved in
leadership mentoring relationships with their coach.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to pilot interview
questions that may be used in a more extensive study. The interview will last approximately 30
minutes. My responses will be used to refine interview questions for that study, but not
reported or published.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without
penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may
contact Jason Mead at (847) 650-4027 or Dr. Mary Beth Henning at (815) 753-8591. I
understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may
contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include reflecting on the process of
development of leadership in athletics and helping others who read the eventual results of the
final study to improve as leaders.
I understand that all information gathered during this study will be kept confidential by keeping
any identifying information in a separate location from the data at all times. Your name will not
be used in any published work concerning this study.
I understand that my assent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any
legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I
have received a copy of this assent form.

__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date
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APPENDIX E
PERMISSION FORM FOR PARENTS/GUARDIANS OF MINORS TO PARTICIPATE IN
AN INTERVIEW FOR A PILOT STUDY
Your child/ward is invited to participate in a research study titled “Leadership Development of
High School Varsity Basketball Captains with Mentoring by Their Coach” being conducted by
Jason Mead, a graduate student at Northern Illinois University.
The purpose of the study is to examine leadership development in high school team captains
who are involved in leadership mentoring relationships with their coach.
I understand that if I agree to allow my child/ward to participate in this study, he or she will be
asked to pilot interview questions that may be used in a more extensive study. The interview is
expected to last approximately 30 minutes. The responses will be used to refine interview
questions for that study, but not reported or published.
The benefit your child/ward may personally receive from participating in this pilot study is that
he/she will have the opportunity to reflect on the process of development of leadership in
athletics and help others who read the eventual results of the final study to improve as leaders.
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to allow your child/ward,
as well as his/her assent to participate will not negatively affect you or your child/ward. Your
child/ward will be asked to indicate individual assent to be involved immediately prior to
participation, and will be free to withdraw from participation at any time without penalty or
prejudice.
Any questions about the study should be directed to Jason Mead at (847) 650-4027 or Dr. Mary
Beth Henning at (815) 753-8591. If you wish further information regarding your rights or your
child’s/ward’s rights as a research subject, you may contact the Office of Research Compliance
at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I agree to allow my child/ward to participate in this research study and acknowledge that I have
received a copy of this consent form.
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Parent/Guardian
Date
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APPENDIX F
INFORMED CONSENT FOR 18 YEAR OLDS TO PARTICIPATE IN AN INTERVIEW
FOR A PILOT STUDY
I agree to participate in the research project titled “Leadership Development of High School
Varsity Basketball Captains with Mentoring by Their Coach,” being conducted by Jason Mead,
a graduate student at Northern Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the
study is to examine leadership development in high school team captains who are involved in
leadership mentoring relationships with their coach.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to pilot interview
questions that may be used in a more extensive study. The interview will take approximately 30
minutes, and my responses will not be recorded. My responses will be used to refine interview
questions for that study, but not reported or published.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without
penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may
contact Jason Mead at (847) 650-4027 or Dr. Mary Beth Henning at (815) 753-8591. I
understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may
contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include reflecting on the process of
development of leadership in athletics and helping others who read the eventual results of the
final study to improve as leaders.
I understand that all information gathered during this study will be kept confidential by keeping
any identifying information in a separate location from the data at all times. Your name will not
be used in any published work concerning this study.
I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any
legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I
have received a copy of this consent form.

__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date
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APPENDIX G
INTERVIEW GUIDES
INTERVIEW GUIDE – FIRST INTERVIEW
1. Tell me a little about your background. Describe for me who you are.
2. Tell me about your experiences with basketball and other organized sports.
3. Tell me about your personal goals in athletics. What do you plan to accomplish, and
what do you want to get out of it?
4. What does it mean to you to be an athletic leader?
5. Describe your experiences as a leader in athletics.
6. In what ways have you changed as a leader through athletics?
7. What do you believe will help you develop as a leader?
8. How do you deal with a scenario where the members of the team expect a different
response that what you think is necessary for the situation?
9. Explain the areas of leadership you feel strong in.
10. Describe the areas of leadership you want to grow in over the next year.
11. Other potential questions can be integrated based on situations that have occurred (e.g.
an injury, a situation with a teammate, winning a game we should have lost, losing a
game we should have won, etc.)
INTERVIEW GUIDE – SECOND INTERVIEW
1. What are your personal goals for the upcoming season?
2. What does it mean to you to be an athletic leader?
3. Describe an experience as a leader in our basketball program over the fall open gym
season.
4. Do you feel different as a leader since the summer? If so, how?
5. What difficulties do you expect as a leader heading into the season? How do you plan to
address them?
6. Explain the areas of leadership you feel strong in.
7. Describe the areas of leadership you want to grow in over the season.
8. How does your ability to lead influence our ability to meet our goals this season?
9. Is your leadership influenced by the other captains? If so, how?
10. How do you deal with a scenario where the members of the team expect a different
response that what you think is necessary for the situation?
11. Other potential questions can be integrated based on situations that have occurred (e.g.
an injury, a situation with a teammate, winning a game we should have lost, losing a
game we should have won, etc.)
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INTERVIEW GUIDE – THIRD INTERVIEW
1. How would you assess your ability to lead so far this season?
2. How would you assess your leadership development to this point in the season?
3. What does it mean to you to be an athletic leader?
4. Describe your experiences as a leader during the first half of the season.
5. Describe any changes in your leadership since the start of the season.
6. What moments stand out to you as a leader so far this season?
7. What motivates you to lead?
8. How has writing about your leadership influenced your ability to lead?
9. What have you learned about leadership so far this season?
10. How do you deal with a scenario where the members of the team expect a different
response that what you think is necessary for the situation?
11. Other potential questions can be integrated based on situations that have occurred (e.g.
an injury, a situation with a teammate, winning a game we should have lost, losing a
game we should have won, etc.)

INTERVIEW GUIDE – FOURTH INTERVIEW
1. How would you assess your ability to lead this season?
2. How would you assess your leadership development this season?
3. What does it mean to you to be an athletic leader?
4. Describe your experiences as a leader this season.
5. Describe any changes in your leadership since the start of the season.
6. Explain how you and the other captains worked together to lead the team.
7. What moments stand out to you as a leader this season?
8. Describe how this experience as a captain will influence how you lead in the future.
9. What have you learned about leadership since we started this project?
10. Other potential questions can be integrated based on situations that have occurred (e.g.
an injury, a situation with a teammate, winning a game we should have lost, losing a
game we should have won, etc.)
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APPENDIX H
SAMPLE JOURNAL PROMPTS

SAMPLE CAPTAIN JOURNAL PROMPTS
1. Describe how a conversation you had with coach this week about leadership impacted a
decision you made.
2. Describe how a conversation you had with coach this week about leadership helped or
hurt your ability to work with a teammate.
3. Describe a situation at practice where you utilized leadership skills with a teammate in a
one-on-one setting.
4. Describe a situation outside of an organized basketball activity where you utilized
leadership skills with a teammate.
5. Describe a situation during a practice or game where something coach did either helped
or hurt your ability to be a leader.
6. Think back to last year and describe one aspect of leadership that you feel much better
at. Provide an example from the past week.
7. Write about a time from practice this week you wish you were more expressive as a
leader.
8. Write about a time from practice this week you said something you wish you did not
say.
9. Write about a time from practice this week where you said exactly the right thing at the
right time.
10. Write about a relationship with a teammate that has improved this season, and how it
affects the team.
11. Write about how your relationship with coach impacted your leadership ability this
week.
12. Write about a time this week when something coach did influenced how you may lead
someone in the future – either something you will use, or something you want to avoid
doing.
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SAMPLE COACH JOURNAL PROMPTS
1. Describe how a conversation you had with a captain this week about leadership
impacted a decision you made.
2. Describe how a conversation you had with a captain this week about leadership helped
or hurt your ability to work with a player or lead the team.
3. Describe a situation at practice where you mentored a captain in a one-on-one setting.
4. Describe a situation outside of an organized basketball activity where you mentored a
captain on leadership.
5. Describe a situation during a practice or game where something a player did either
helped or hurt your ability to be a leader, or mentor the captains.
6. Think back to last year and describe one aspect of mentoring leaders that you feel much
better at. Provide an example from the past week.
7. Write about a time from practice this week you wish you were more expressive as a
leader.
8. Write about a time from practice this week you said something you feel inhibited a
captain’s ability to lead his peers.
9. Write about a time from practice this week where you said exactly the right thing at the
right time.
10. Write about a relationship with a captain that has improved this season, and how it
affects the team.
11. Write about how your relationship with one of the captains impacted your mentoring
ability this week, or his leadership ability this week.
12. Write about a time this week when something a captain did influenced how you may
lead someone in the future – either something you will use, or something you want to
avoid doing.

